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THE NIECE OF ESTHER LYNNE: 
^n>e ^Ib Stsle anb tbe flew 



CONVBRCIKO THRKADS 

"What next?" asked Esther Lynne softly of herself, as she 
stood in the mild February suoshine, looking out with dreamy 
eyes over the fair prospect before her. " I wonder what next." 

The frost had gone, the crisp blanket of snow had vanished, 
the keen chill of the north wind no longer numbed ungloved 
bands. The voice of the birds gave joyful welcome to the 
first breath of spring-tide; snowdrops and aconites made lines 
of gold and silver along the garden borders. The leaves of 
the daffodils were pushing eag^y upwards. All Nature 
seemed to know that the long, dark winter was over and gone, 
and that however uncertain and tardy her footsteps, sweet 
S^ing was coming towards them — the music of her advancing 
tread was already in the air. And Esther Lynne, standing in 
the warm, sheltered garden of Convent House, looked out 
into the sunshine around her, and up into the blue of the 
clear, cloud-flecked sky, and asked herself— what next? 

It was a question which was natural to her at such a lime. 
Her life's task had ended towards the close of the last year. 
The father, whose long, long decline she had watched over 
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with tireless tenderness through a. period of more years than 
she coold well count, lay at rest beneath the churcbyud sod. 
Now she ruled alone the small domain which for a qiuiter of 
a century she bad ruled in his name. All was bets — tlie 
quaint old-world house, the ancient garden, with its deep velvet 
turf, its ancient sun-dial, its hoary walls and curious chun of 
fisb^nds. There was no rough uprooting of her life; no 
need for her to seek new ties in a new home. Outwardly all 
was as it had ever been, and Esther Lynne's world was 
rejoicing for her in the new-found liberty which would at last 
be hers. She felt herself that they were saying bow thankful 
she must be for the release which bad come to the failing 
invalid and to herself. Thankful in measure she was. 

The burden of long sickness and slowly-increasing infirmity 
is hard to bear, and the aged father's increasing dependence 
upon her, and his inability to distinguish night from day, or to 
gauge the length of time he kept hei at his side, had made life 
for her during the last year of bis life a burden which had told 
perceptibly upon her. Two years ago her soft abundant hair 
had been scarcely more than tinged with grey, now it was alto- 
gether silvei; and of late she bad b^un to wear over it a little 
filmy lace covering, which perhaps seemed to add to her years 
as much as the bleaching of her locks: Yet the &ce had 
retained much of its soft youthful tinting, though the long 
strain showed itself at last in the riny wrinkles round the eyes, 
and in sundry lines which told of watching and weariness. 
Her heavy burden had from the first been borne in patience 
and in unfailing tenderness. And yet, now that the strain 
had been removed, now that Esther Lynne was free to 
take up her life and make of it what she would, she was chiefly 
conscious of the immense blank that had come to her. She 
had lived almost entirely for one object, and now that object 
was taken away. What was there to put in its pUce? 

A dear, young voice suddenly hiuled her from some unseen 
spot Next moment a girl, bnmdtshing a hockey-stick, dashed 
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into view. She wofe strong boots and gaiters, and skirts only 
to bee ankles, and she leapt nimbly over a little low wall and 
landed in the midst of a flower border, where, luckily, nothing 
had as yet pushed its way above ground. 

" Oh, gracious ! " cried the youthful hoyden, as she found 
her heavy boots well caked with soil, "I'd forgotten this 
blessed border ; thought it was a path or something. Don't 
scold me, there's a dear I 111 not do it again — till next time I 
I'm off to hockey on the common, and I found I'd two gaiter 
buttons ofL I knew you'd sew 'em on for me if I ask^ I 
hadn't time to go round by the road proper-like. I just 
crossed by the step[»ng-stones, and nude a bee-line through 
the garden. You don't mind, do you ? " 

" It's not much good minding what you do, Sally," answered 
Esther, smiling indulgently ; for tbe Squire's younger daughter 
was a pn'vileged person tbroi^ all Cleethorpe. She was not 
pretty ; she was not clerer ; and she spent tbe bulk of her 
time in playing games, in which she certainly excelled. Many 
people shook their heads at her exploits, Esther Lynne 
amongst them ; but for all that, Sally was possessed of a 
warm heart and the open, candid nature which goes far to 
win affection. And as she sat beCon the fire, watching Esther's 
deft fingers occupied upon her gaiter (it did not seem to occur 
to her to offer to do the work herself), she suddenly blurted 
out words which Esther weU knew were the expression of tbe 
feelings of the neighbourhood, though only Sally would have 
dared to voice them to her. 

" Doesn't it seem awfully queer to you to be able to do 
what you like now ? I do think it's been a shame — well, you 
know what I mean, Miss Lynne — a dreadful thing for you — 
the way you've never been able to please yourself all these 
years. I should have a good bust now if I were you 1 " 

"My dear Sally I" 

" Oh, I know it's not the way you'd put it ; but that* s how 
I feel about it I'd like to bear you were going round the 
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world (111 come with you like a shot ir youll say the word I), 
or were going to take a flat in London and hare a good old 
oigy of gaiety, or do something really larky and amunng." 

" My dear 1 At such a time u this ? " 

" Oh, I know you're in deep mourning now ; and so are we 
allfiDAway. Poor dear old Queen I Of conrs^ things have 
got to be a bit dull for a few months. But that wont last. 
Spring will soon be here ; and we shall be able to be joUy 
again t Now, Miss Lymie, do think about it ! Do have a 
good time, just for once in a way I There are ten thousand 
thit^ one might do I 111 help you with some ideas 1 " 

" Thank you, dear ; but I atn afraid perhaps your ideas 
might be a little too modem for me. You see, I hare stood 
still all these years, whilst the world has been goii^ forward. 
I think I shall be happiest in my own little comer. And, 
indeed, I shall be glad to have more time to help poor little 
Stella over her parish affairs. She has her hands much too 
fiiU." 

" I should think so, indeed I Stella is in a drive and a fuss 
from morning Hll night. But she won't be helped, Miss Lynne. 
You'll see. She's just bent on worryii^ herself to fiddle- 
strings. It's a disease with her. She's made that way. She 
must have her finger in every pie. You'll see^ nobody can 
h elp he" 

"Well, dear, we will see what we can do. Stella's hands 
are much too full, and there are things which would be belter 
done by an older person which she has been forced to attem[A 
herself. I hope I may be able to give bet more hdp now. 
We shall see. I sometimes wonder that you do not try to be 
a little more useful, Sally dear. You have so much strength 
and energy, and it seems rather a pity — does it not ? — to spend 
it all playing games." 

"Now, don't you lecture me, Miss Lynne I" cried Sally, 
springing to her feet, with a laugh, and possessing herself of the 
now completed gaiter. " I mean to have my fun whilst I'm 
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yoong. I'll tone down and be at good u you like when I 
get old t I've got a vow in heaven (isn't that the i^;ht place 
fix 'em ?) to e^ve op hockey at thirty and my bicycle at forty ; 
and then I'll have a sweet little cap like yours, and I hope my 
hair will be white, and 111 copy every single thing you do, and 
be a real old-world person." 

" Oh, Sally, Sally, what a rattlepate you are t No, my dear, 
do not make vows or think you can block your Itfe out into 
periods like that fie your own young, happy self as long as 
God ^ves you health and spirits ; but remember, even whilst 
you are young, that life is a sort of sacred trust, of which we 
shall have to give account. Enjoy your youth and your play 
with all your heart ; but do not let life be all games, all play. 
We all have duties growing up around our path. Do not let 
those duties be n^lected. And now, off with you to your 
game 1 You did not come here to be lectured, I am sure. 
But you were twenty-one at Christmas, remember, Sally I 
You are not an ' infant ' any longer." 

" Gracious, no I And having just escaped the bondage of 
long clothes, I'm bound to have my bust t " cried the incor- 
rifpble Sally, as she dashed away in alt the exuberant vitality 
of her inesponsibLe girlhood. 

Esther Lynne looked after her widi a smile and a sigh, 
asking softly of herself, " Was I ever young — like that ? " 

In a great, cool bungalow, far away in the dusty plains of 
India, three men were gathered together in pleasant idleness, 
and were talking of past, present, and fiiture. 

The eldest of the three was a fine-looking man, who was 
approaching his sixtieth year. His face was deeply bronzed 
with exposure to the climate, and his hair had turned white, 
though the brows over the rather deep-set eyes, and the long 
moustache upon his otherwise clean-shaven fJace were still 
densely black, and gave a distinctive appearance to the 
countenance, somewhat disguising its age. The features 
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weie good, tod if cast in rather a Mem mould, the ttenmest 
was greatly counterbalanced by the kindlineaa of the eye% 
and by tht genial courtesy of manner and bearing. Sir 
Humphrey Vanborough had long been one of the beat- 
known men in Bengal ; a Judge of Appeal, a K.S.I., a man 
whoie career had been distinguished from first to last Hit 
name had been one to conjure with through many yean and 
throughout a wide area ; and now when the time had oome 
for him to retire and return home— or go whithenoerer he 
listed — there was a strong feeling of regret in many quarters, 
and it was openly said that his place would be hard to fill. 

The youngest of the trio was a young fellow, a kiosman 
of his, bearing bis name. Archibald Vanborough bad only 
recently arrived at man's estate ; and after having closed his 
college career, had e^erly accepted his kinsman's invitation 
to come out to him, and do some shooting, see the country, 
and take a trip to Kashmir, before accompanying Sir 
Humphrey home to England. The lad had spent the cold 
weather in Sir Humphrey's roomy and pleasant bungalow, had 
shot tigers, and seen a drive of elephants, and done many of 
those things dear to the heart of England's youth. Now they 
were talking of going hrther afield, and were, in fiu:t, only 
wiuting till Colonel York should be fit to move, before taking 
their leisurely journey towards the pleasant hill country, from 
whence they could gradually visit all such places of interest as 
Sir Humphrey bad planned to show his younger companion. 

The third man of the company lay extended upon a couch, 
pale with the pallor of long illness, thin to attenuatioo, his 
face bearing the impress of grievous suffering, which, though 
now for the most part a thing of the past, bad set a mark upon 
him which would never be altogether effaced. 

Colonel York— he had just received brevet rank, though he 
would never be fit for active service again — had distingoiabed 
himself by conspicuous gallantry during the border war&ie, 
which has been so constant aloog the Indian frootieia, 
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Grievously woooded, and ciuried off fot dead, he had, 
nevertheless made a painful and tedious recovery; and this 
recovery was munly due to the fact that Sir Humphrey 
Vanborough, happening to be in the neighbouThood of the 
legimental qtiarters, and hearing of the desperate condition of 
the yotiog Major (as he was then), bad interested himself 
wamly in the case, and had with great difficulty had him 
conveyed by slow stages to his own house, where he ;et 
remained. He was now planning to get him taken up to the 
hills for a spell, leaving him in a salubrious locality whilst he 
and young Vanborough did some shooting and travelling, 
retuming for him in due course, to carry him off to England 
with them when they should be ready for home. 

It was of these things they were talking during the heat 
of the afternoon, as the punkah slowly swung to and fro, 
and the silence of the noontide hours fell upon the world 
without. 

"You've got a sort of place of your own somewhere in 
England, havent you, Sir Humphrey ? " asked York. 

" Yes ; just a little comer of « place, wedged in between 
two other properties; standing in a small triangular gore — 
about fom* or five acres in all, I suppose. Not^north having, 
you say, Archie? Well, I don't know. My father bought the 
little place, and lived out the last years <k his life there. I 
have always bad a feellt^ that I shall go bade there when my 
time comes. It's one of the scraps of the old world left us; 
at least, if ttme^ and steam, and electricity have left it alone. 
I have not been there for over fifteen years ; but I think about 
it often enough. A tiny fragment of monastic architecture— a 
little survival of bygone days. A queer house for a bachelor 
like me to inhabit. It goes by the name of the Nun's 
Bower!" 

Archie broke into a boyish laugh; but the soldier's face 
kindled with interest. He looked at Sir Humphrey as one 
w(,o desired \o know more, and the elder man spoke on as 
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though it pleased him to recall those things which belonged to 
his youth — to his past 

"I suppose in olden days there must have been a regular 
monastic settlement there. The Squire's house goes by the 
name of Bishop's Halt, and tradition says it stands on the 
site of an old monastery that was pulled down by Henry's 
Cromwell, and built up again as an ecclesiastical residence 
later on. One of my boundaries is bis park wall, the other 
the fence surrounding Convent House. That is another 
survival of some old-time nurmery, I imagine. And I fancy 
that Nun's Bower must have been an offset, though I have 
never known exactly the history of the place. It is plain, 
however, that once the two must have been one commonity, 
for a curious and very ancient avenue of yew trees runs right 
away from the garden of Convent House to the dividing fence 
between us ; and we put a gate there to enable us to have easy 
access. My father and Mr. Lynne were great cronies. Poor 
roan, he was something of an invalid and valetudinarian ever 
since I can remember; but he outlived my fiither by a great 
number of years. I saw his death in the pEq>er only a few 
weeks ago. I wonder if I shall find the old house empty when 
I get back, or whether new neighbours will have come? " 

" Had he no children ? Or was the property not his to 
bequeath ? " 

" He had two daughters, but no son. I think the fwoperty 
was his own. The younger daughter married — rather against 
his wishes, if I remember rightly. The other remained with 
him, and was there when last I visited the place. She may, 
of course, have married, or have died since. I have gradually 
dropped all intercourse with my old world. It will be rather 
strange going back. Rather melancholy, perhaps. And yet 
the old place seems to call me." 

A little while later, when Sir Humphrey was alone in his 
private room, he suddenly unlocked a drawer, where a few 
entirely private and personal belongings were carefully 
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bestowed. He laid his hand upon a small packet, which 
contained a few yellow and faded letters, a few brown and 
withered flowers — and a photograph. 

It was this last that he took in his hands, and held towards 
the light of the reading-lamp. It was faded toc^ and had been 
taken when photography was wont to caricature as mudi as 
to catch a likeness. It represented a slight, youthful-looking 
woman, in the long, close-fltting robe which had followed as 
a leacdoo after the terrible crinoline of the sixties. It was a 
fult-lengtb caite-de-visite, after the &shion of the day, and the 
face was only rendered by a small pale circle, more foded than 
any other portion ; and yet Sir Humphrey gazed long and 
earnestly at that pictured face, striving to recall it feature by 
feature, and only laying it aside after long study, and with 
something of a sigh. 

At the foot of the card was written in his own firm, 
characteristic hand, the two words, " Esther Lynne." 



A tall, handsome girl, clad in a well-cut riding habit, was 
standing very upright in the centre of a London drawing-room. 
The house was in a fashionable part of town, and the two 
other occupants were well-dressed girls, with the unmistakable 
air of those who move in fashionable social circles. These 
two bore a strong likeness to each other ; but none at all to 
the eqoestrian who had evidently just entered the room after 
her ride. 

The feces of all three were flushed. Plainly " words " were 
passing between them. The tall girl drew herself up to her 
full height proudly. Her dark eyes flashed. 

"I have not the least idea what you mean I" she cried. 

" Oh, yes, you have, Diana ; you know perfectly what I 
mean. You are always doing it — it has been going on ever 
since you came here last summer. There was Frank Greystone 
— ^you know as well as I do hew It was with him and me. 
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CHAPTER 11 

DIANA CONQUEST 

She came somethiag like a whirlwiDd upon that still, quiet 
home. Esther Lynne was in het garden; for the sud was 
shimng, and the flowers in sheltered bordets were beginning to 
respond to the warm, caressing touch. She heard a rapid 
footM, and turned to see a tall black figure advancing, with 
outstretched hands. She did not recc^iae the intruder ; but 
at a time when all the world was garbed in black, it was not 
always easy at a moment's notice to distir^uish one friend 
from another, or friend from stranger. Certainly this bright- 
haiied girl wore the aspect of a friend, and Esther, after 
watching her advance for a moment, began to walk towards 
her. But soon she became convinced that she had never seen 
her guest before; and yet — and yet — what did her easy, 
graceful carriage, her tall, slender figure, the brightness of her 
h^ recall ? A flush dyed the lace of the elder woman. She 
seemed to realise who it was whom she was about to greet A 
flood of memories rushed over her, bringing tears to her eyes. 
Her hands vent out eagerly to the advancing radiant vision, a 
little sob broke from trembling lips. 

" My dear I My dear t " was all she could find to say. 

The smile which flashed over the tall girl's face was like a 
ray of summer sunshine. 

"Do you know me?" she asked, springii^ forward and 
gras[ang the eager, trembling hands ; " I thought I should 
have to introduce myself. I am Diana Conquest ; and you 
are my Aunt Esther." 

13 
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As she spoke, Diana bent her head ; she had to bend it 
rather low, for her bdght was a very stately one, and Esther 
Lynne was of that medium stature which belonged to her 
generation. They kissed each other, and Diana's hands were 
laid upon Esther's shoulders. The girl's wide-open grey eyes 
looked fall into her liquid brown ones, and the fresh young 
voice exclaimed impulsively : 

" Oh, I am glad I have come, though in the train 1 had 
half a mind to turn back I " 

" My dear, why ? " 

" Oh, because I have behaved so badly to you, Esther— 
youll let me call you Esther, won't you ? " 

" My dear — I am your aunt" 

" I know you are. That's just it. You are my aunl^ and 
I'm going to like you tremendously. I feel it all over me. 
And if I call you Aunt Esther, I shall not feel as though you 
were my aunt at all To me it would sound just as though 
you were a fat old n^ress in the kitchen. You know, over 
yonder, where 1 lived as a child, it was always the darkies 
who were uncles and aunts." 

Esther Lynne looked for the moment just a little taken 
aback. She had been brought up in the old-foshioned school 
She was an old-world woman, and real modernity was but a 
name to her, although Sally Hastings sought from lime to 
lime to open her eyes to what was passing in the great world 
without. But, after all, Sally was herself only a regular country 
girl— a hit of a hoyden — picking up odds and ends of slang 
from her brother, and assimilating new ideas from time to 
time when paying visits or entertaining guests, but without 
much greater oppoitunities than Esther's own of really keeping 
pace with the changing order of the day. Dimly, from the 
first moment of self-introducdon, Esther Lynne felt that this 
girl bad lived and moved in a world altogether different irom 
her own. She came charged, as it were, with a new and vivid 
ntality. She was beautiitil to look at ; but that was not all. 
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Her very beanty and grace had ia its essence something 
■lightly daring, something piqoantly defiant and uncon- 
TentionaL Esther could not analyse all in a moment wherein 
this mariced individuality lay; but it smote upon her 
consciousness as something insistive and dominant. It 
would be a &ctor which would have to be reckoned with 
by those whose lives touched hers. 

Diana suddenly laughed out — sach a silvery, gladsome 
peall Again she bent her head and kissed her aunt on 
either check. 

"You are a darling. And I shall call you Esther; and 
you will find you like it soon. Don't yon know the modem 
child is beginning to call its parents by their Christian 
names? We must move with the times, you know. We 
can't be stranded in a back-water all our days ; though this is 
the sweetest of back-waters imaginable. It brings back 
mother's stories so 1 " 

" Your mother told you of it sometimes ? " 

" Oh, yes I I fancy I shall know my way about some I 
Convent House, you call it. I think it was the name put me 
off from a visit last year. I couldnt help picturing a sort of 
nunnery business ; and then I wasn't quite sure if I should 
have been welcome. I, wasn't sure of it to^y; but I just 
came. I thought I might be able to square an aunt. I 
wasn't so sure about a grandfather." 

"You never wrote to tell us you were in England. I think 
your grandfather would have liked to see you, had he known, 
and been able to understand." 

" But he never forgave my mother her marriage, did he ? " 
asked Diana quickly. " She never used to write to him — only 
to you." 

" I scarcely know what he felt about it after the first I 
always think that had your parents come here — after you were 
bom — there would have been a reconciliation. But your 
father succeeded uneqtectedly to wealth, and went off to 
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America. He oever wrote at alt, and your mother was 
iiT^;ular in her coiTe^>ondeDce ; and somehow the breach waa 
never healed. It was a great sonow to me It left me so 
much alone. Arabella had been verj dear. It was like 
losing the Bunshme out of the house when ihe went. It has 
never come back since. Perhaps jrou will bring it with you, 
dear. Have you come to sUy ? " 

" Will you ask me to stay 7 " asked Diana, her eyes arch. 
" My dear, surely you know that there is always a home for 
you here, if ever you wish to avail yowself of it" 

A softer expression than Esther had yet seen there passed 
over the girl's bright face. 

" You are good to say that ! Do you know, it is years and 
years since I had a home. When mother died, father broke up 
the dear old home in Virginia ; and we migrated to Canada, 
and went all over the shop, seeing the new world and the old, 
never resting long anywhere. I liked it tremendously at first 
I'm not sure that I shall ever settle down again ; but when 
he died two years ago, 1 did b^in then to hanker after some- 
thing of a home. But I couldn't start and run the show 
myself and I went visiting about from place to place. People 
were kind and hos[HUble, and I wanted to forget my trouble 
and have a good time. Well, I think, on the whole, I managed 
to get that But I feel like taking breath for a spell now. 
Esther, will you let me be a nun in Convent House whilst I 
have a look around and make up my mind to the next move ? 
Ill be as good as is in me. I'm not made like you, I know ; 
but 111 be as little of a cuss as I can." 
" My love — " 

" Ah, well. III tone down my vocabulary as far as possible. 
Say, is it a bargain ? Will you have me for a bit, if I promise 
to be on my very best behaviour? m reaUy try not to 
disgrace you more than I can help-" 

"We need not make any bargwn about it, dear child. You 
are welcome to a home at Convent House so long as ever yoa 
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wish iL I hope you brought your boxes with you, if you meant 
to stay." 

"Well, do; roy cheek didn't run to that. I only brought a 
dressing-bag, hoping to get quarters for one night, whilst we 
thrashed out the subject I can go back and settle up to- 
monow, and be back here in a few days, if youll really have 
me. What a place to come to 1 I'd no idea an old house 
could be so lovely ! And this immemorial turf— that's the 
tight word for it, isn't it ?— how do you get it ? We never see 
that kind over the pond. And this cloistered walk I Yes, 
mother used to try and make me understand what it looked 
like, but I never did. We don't have old ecclesiastical 
fragments in Ole Viiginie, you know." 

Diana was standing by the hoary sun-dial in the centre of 
the ancient sunk lawn, whose velvet smoothness was such a 
source of wonder and admiration to her. This lawn was 
bounded on two sides by a very ancient ftagment of a 
cloistered walk ; one side facing south — being, in fact, a ccm- 
tinuation of the south front of the house on that side, the other 
facing east ; so that in the winter you could sit in the sun, and 
in summer find deep refreshing shade after the morning hours 
had passed. Antiquarians always surmised that this cloister 
was the only portion left of the old convent itself, and tliat the 
present house had been built up out of the fragments of the 
shattered buildings, probably a century later than its demoli- 
tion. The eastern wall ran down almost to the little stream 
which bounded the garden to the south, and a small rustic 
bridge, with a gate at the end, gave access to the footpath 
to the road on the other side ; a thick belt of alder and 
willow shut out all view of the road and the passers-by ; but 
glimpses of the traffic would have been small drawback had 
this not been the case, for Cleethorpe was a very quiet little 
village — a true Sleepy Hollow, as visitors loved to call it, 
declaring this to be one of its chiefest charms. 

Diana, with her arm across Esther's shoulder, traced the 
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coarse of the stream, as it wouod through the quaint, dd-world 
garden, a little off-«hoot forming the chain of fish-pond« leading 
oae from the odier, that nude mch a feature of the place. 
Hv del^t in it all, freshly and vividly expressed, was listened 
to with a sense of deep pleasure by the one to whom every 
Do<A and comer was so dear, so full of tender assodationt. 
As they skirted the fisb-pntds, tbey came suddenly upon a 
wide yew walk — a re^lar avenue, straight as though it had 
been drawn with a ruler upon a sheet of papa'. The ground 
beneath the yew-trees was brown ; but the carpet of the 
avenue was of strft velvet turf. Diana stood gazing up the 
viata with admiration in her eyes. 

" What a fasdnUing walk I Where does it lead to ? Is 
that a gate I see at the end ? What is on the other side t ' 

"Another house, dear, and another garden. But the owner 
is away ; has been away for very long now. His Euher and 
mine were old friends j but Mr. Vanborough died many yean 
aga His son owns it afrer him ; hut be has not visited the 
place since his lather's death. He is Sir Humphrey now ; 
perhaps you have heard of him. He is a very distinguished 
man. I hardly suppose he will ever live in such a little comer 
of the world as this. But his bouse is a perfect museum 
of cnrioaitiea. He sends great cases home sometimes, and I 
unpack them and set the thit^ out. He likes me to do that 
But I do not much fancy he will ever live here again. The 
bouse is small — " 

"And he has a big family, I dare say ; but perhaps they 
will be grown up themselves, and out in the world soon." 

"Oh, no, my dear, Sir Humphrey Vanborough has never 
married," answered Esther Lynne ; and suddenly a little flush 
of pink dyed her cheek. 

But Diana did not see; she was looking up the avenue still. 
She seemed interested and aroused. 

"You shall show me the house one day, if you have the 
e>itr& of it. I love curios, though I never was a collector 
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myself. I found it hard enough to get trunk room enough 
for all my chiffons and things. But I hope Sir Humphrey will 
pay a visit to his house whilst I am here. 1 like men who have 
seen life and done things. One gets so sick of the boys who 
are just going to be paragons— and geneially end in being 
fiascosl" 

" My dear, a man's career cannot be made in a day. It 
has to be built up year by year with toil and care and much 
patience. You are scarcely old enough yet to have watched 
even one career develop. For ten years after Humphrey first 
went away we heard almost nothing of him. He was laying 
the foundations well, you see. But it is not foundations that 
show at the outset what the structure is to be." 

They turned to walk towards the house again. Diana spoke 
in her rather sudden way, which was sav^ from abruptness 
by a singularly charmii^ fashion she had of smiling as she 
spoken )ust as the rapidity and unexpectedness of some of her 
movements were redeemed from the same drawback by her 
exceeding and indescribable grace. 

" I am twenty-five," she said ; " how old are you ? " 

"I was fifty last birthday, my dear. Just twice your age." 

" We will be two old maids together I " suddenly spoke the 
girL " You shall teach me to he good, Esther, and I will 
teach you to be happy. Do you know that you have a very 
sad face, though you are quite lovely sUll?" 

"I was never lovely, dear. That was the word which 
expressed best your mother's great beauty. I will show you 
the portrait of her, painted just the year before she married. 
You are very like her — in some ways. You have her hair and 
her eyes, and something of her movements and air. But you 
are much, much taller." 

"Five ten and a half," answered Diana. "Yes, I am rather 
a hulker, I know. I should have preferred to stop at five 
nine ; but I take after father's family. All the Conquests are 
tall." 
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"It suits you, aij dear. You know how to cany your 
be^ht Now, com« in, Diana, and hare some tea, and I will 
have a loom got ready for you. And you shall tell me all 
about youiself that you care to d<^ as we sit cosily together 
over the fire. The air is getting chilly, and soon it will be 
growing dusk." 

It seemed dusk already in the house ; for the mullioned 
windows with their leaded casements did not admit the light 
very freely, and panelled walls and timbered ceilings have a 
certain picturesque .gloom of their own. But the piled-up 
fires of Ic^ made glorious glow everywhere, and Diana 
exclaimed again and again as she passed through one room 
after another, till they reached the cosy boudoir at the end, 
which was Esther's special sanctum, and where tea was 
standing waiting for them on its ancient carved table, the 
old silver and china being a study in themselves, and drawing 
enthusiastic comments from the girl, who was plainly in the 
humour to foil in love with everything. 

Her aunt bad fallen in love with her by this time. That 
likeness to her dead sister, so dearly loved and tenderly 
mourned, would almost have been sufficient without Diana's 
own inherent talent for fascinating those who came beneath 
her spell. The liking, it seemed, was mutual ; for bdbre the 
girl had been taken to her room, to make such simple toilet 
as was possible under the circumstances, she had Bung her 
arms round Esther's neck, exclaiming : 

" You are just delightful, and I am going to fall head over 
ears in love with you I What have the men been thinking of 
all this time? The way those blundering creatures choose 
their wives 1 Oh, my 1— there is really nothing else left to 
say I" 

After dinner they came back to the cosy boudoir, and 
Diana subsided in a graceful heap on the rug at the feet of 
her aunt. 

" Esther," she said suddenly, " I'm going to make a 
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coniessioD to you before we take anj iirerocable Bttip. I'm 
not goiDg to come to you under folse pretences. I'm g<M0g to 
own up stiught off; and you needn^ have me after that, if 
you don't want I shall not be in the least offended if you 
kick me out neck and crop." 

" Dear child I " b^an Esther ; but she was becoming used 
already to Diana's vagaries and smiled as she spoke : 

" Well, let us out with it at onc& I am just hopelessly and 
irreclainiably selfish — selfish all through, you know; and 
though I know it perfectly, I never seem exactly to care about 
being different I have been honibly spoiled all my life by 
other people, and now I am spoiling myself all I know. 
Whatever I like I have, whatever I want to do I do ; and if 
ever I get the least bored I go away to be amused somewhere 
else. If people don't like me, I loathe them, and I make 
tracks forthwith. Mostly they do like me — I take care they 
shall But if anything happens between us — well, ifs all up 
a gum-tree then I Tm not going to stand any criticism, and 
that's the end of the whole show. So now you know what 
you are letting yourself in for. I'm like the proverbial pretty 
little ^1 with the pretty little curl on her forehead : when I 
am good I am very, very good, and when I am naughty, I am 
— horrid. I wont be naughty here if I can help it ; but I'm 
too old and too wise to promise anything. So dont have me 
if you fimk it I " 

For answer Esther put bet hand upon the girl's bright hair, 
and caressed it tenderly. It was such pretty hair, growing low 
on the forehead like Esther's own, but instead of being parted 
and lying in waves on each side of the face after the old style, 
it was turned back and held by combs, so as to make a 
tippling frame for the charming face. Some of the tresses 
were piled up coronet iasbion, and some were coiled low as 
far as the nape of the neck. It was an elaborate but most 
becoming style of dressing, and the girl's well<ut, rustling 
skirts, and the elegant corsage, simple though it was in 



i^ipeanutc^ yet seemed to have wiit \ajge upon them the 
vords, "Paris model" 

" Esther, I know that my father was rather like that He 
told me so himself. He hated disagreeable things ; just as I 
bate them. He used to tell me that I could odI; be young 
oncci and that it was for the young to get all the brightness 
and happiness out of life (hat they could. That was bis 
creed ; I think it is mine too. And yet, sometimes, when I 
am reading a good book — not a goody on^ you know ; can't 
stand fAai sort — or listening to a sermon that is worth 
listening to — there are not many such, you bet I — or sometimes 
just looking at pictures or hearing mustc^ especially cathedral 
music, there comes over me a sort of disgust of eretytbiag, a 
hating of it all and of mysel£ Just for fire minutes or so, at 
such times, I r^ret that there are not real convents to go into, 
to be away from it all, and to live a life of devotion ; isn't that 
the right word ? But then in about an hour I've forgotten all 
about it, and all my good resolutions ; aod things go on just 
as before. Say, do you think if I ever came to Uve at Convent 
House that would be a cure ? " 

Esther did not make reply; her thoughts had gone off 
upon an excursion of their own. They were back in the days 
of her own youth, and that of the sister whom she so tenderly 
loved, so ardently admired, so strove to shield from everything 
diat was hard, or distasteful, or dull Arabella Lynne had 
livtd her life at Convent House ; yet she had with charm, and 
grace and winning sweetness, escaped every unwelcome task 
ihich might natumlly have fallen upon her. She bad skimmed 
the pleasure off life, and had left Esther to perform all the hard 
and distasteful tasks. And in the end, when it began to be 
evident that the father's health was failing, when it was pretty 
veil known that the obscure malady under which he laboured 
would very slowly and gradually sap his strength, reducing him 
to the helpless invalid he bad been for so many years prior to 
his death, it was Arabella who had declared that life would 
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become insupportable under such dicumstances; itwai sbewho, 
in actual defiance of the commands of this quemlous fotber, 
who bimself, by judicious and filial bnmouiing, migbt easily 
bave been persuaded to levoke his decision, cut tbe Gordian 
knot by a runaway marriage, and bad never visited ber home 
since, but had left the entire burden of the sick and failing 
invalid to be borne by the elder sister alone. Perhaps she 
had never seen it all quite so clearly (for love like hers is 
tenderly blind) till Arabella's daughter, sitting at ber feet, 
confessed to her in (rank and open terms the same failing io 
her own character. 

Diana raised ber eyes suddenly, to find Esther's full of 
tears. She sprang ap and threw ber arms about her 
impulsively. 

" I did not mean to hurt you. I quite understand. You 
do not want me ; of course you do not 1 " 

" My dear, I want you more than ever. You are dearer to 
me at this moment than you can understand. Perhaps one day, 
when we know each other better, I will tell you why. Come, 
my child, and make a home with me here, as long as ever you 
wish ; but remember this, Diana, my darling, it is not tbe 
place that makes the character. Our besetting sbs follow us 
wherever we ga But again, tbe blessed converse of this is, 
that wherever we ar^ tbe same help can enter and follow us. 
Nothing can keep it from us. And there is a strength in 
which we can fight and conquer ; only we must use the r^bt 
weapon for it" 

Diana spoke not a word ; but her lips quivered. She threw 
her arms about Esther's neck, and then suddenly swept from 
the ro<»n, and was seen no more that night 
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CHAPTER III 

THE rector's daughter 

" I SAV, Stella, have you heaid the news ? " 

Sally Hastings burst into the Rectory with this question on her 
lips, just as Stella and the little ones weie preparing to go out for 
their moming walk. Stella was as soberly attired as was her 
wont; withatouchof Quaker-like neatness, not devoid here and 
there of an artistic touch of bright, harmonious colouring ; but 
there was a little anxious fold between the eyes, and an 
expression of harassed worry upon her face, and when Sally's 
eager question was heard she only said : 

"Oh, yes, I know. Isn't it dreadful? And when once 
that sort of thing begins in the spring, one never knows where 
it will end." 

Sally's eyes had opened wide ; now she burst into a loud 
laugh. 

"What on earth are you talking about, you worried worm ?" 

This was not, perhaps, a very engaging sobriquet ; but it 
was meant by the outspoken Sally as a term of endearment 
Stella was used to it, and it provoked no comment She only 
answered in the same rather harassed way : 

"Oh, don't you know? There was a case of scarlet fever 
down in one of the river-side cottages yesterday. The boy has 
been taken away to the infirmary ; but one never knows whether 
it may spread. And I daren't go myself to see that things are 
being done right about disinfecting and all that, because of 
Edna and the children," and the fold deepened between the 
girl's pretty, soft hazel eyes. 

33 
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"My dear Stella, what a fiiu all about nothing! Whendowe 
ever go through a spring tritbout an isolated case of infectioa 
here or there ? And do you really think that the doctor and 
the parish nurse between them are not equal to the task of 
seeing to things, without the Lord High Everything at their 
heels?" 

This was another of Sally's names for Stella, and she was 
used to Sally's chaff. 

She smiled a very little as she answered : 

" You see Nurse Binks is not popular everywhere. She is 
capable and kind in ha way, but a little overbearing ; and she 
does not always take pains to e]q>lain the reasons to the people 
for the tlungs she orders them to do, and the doctM — " 

"And a good thing, too I What do those sort of people want 
with reasons ? Let 'em do as they're told — in the good old- 
lashionedwayl" cried sturdy Sally. "I'm sick of all the argufy- 
ing that goes on nowadays 1 Why, even the kids have to have 
everything explained to them before they condescend to obey 
their parents. Bless me I if ever I marry and have a fiunily, 
I'll stand no such humbug. Ill keep a little switch bandy, 
like my grandmother ; and III argue matters with that — little 
cheeky beggars I " 

Stella laughed outright at this, and when the harassed look 
passed from her face, it showed itself as a very pretty one. 
She was built on rather a small scale ; but held herself so 
upright that she gave the impression of being somewhat taller 
than her actual inches. She possessed regular and well-cut 
features, and soft, cloudy dark bail, and her well-arched eye- 
brows were of jetty blackness, like the long lashes which 
fringed the hazel eyes. Her colouring was delicate and soft, 
as that upon the petals of a wild rote. On the rare occasions 
when the girl let herself go, as it were, and joined in girlish 
merriment and pastimes, she showed herself capable of 
considerable capacity for enjoyment, and was not lacking in 
personal attraction. Sally often had occasion to deal her 
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back-handed compliments on this very ground. She and 
Stella were bj way of being friends and cronies^ though they 
were poles apait in opinion, in tastes, and in the ordering of 
their lives. 

The two girls were standing in the square parloor-Uke hall 
(rf the old Rectory, a babble of children's voices came through 
an c^>en door adjacent and now another voice was heard 
calling out : 

" Is that Sally ? Come in, Sally, and tell your news 1 " 

Sally entered the pretty morning room to find Stella's young 
step-mother lyinf^ as usual, on ha couch, surrounded by ber 
three " babies," as she called them, dear little curly-headed 
toddling creatures, the youngest — a pair <tf twins — being four, 
and the boy Teddy neai^y six ynars old. Since the biith of 
the twins, Mrs. Sinclair had been more or less an invaUd. She 
was about eight years older than Stella, and had been her 
dearest friend a long while. Marriage with Stella's widower- 
&ther had not loosened the tie. And the harmony of the 
hotise was perfect ; Stella taking all the active duties upon ber 
■boulders, and leaving to the invalid only such small and easy 
matters as she was well able to manage. 

" Didn't I bear that you brought news with you, Sally ? " 
asked Mrs. Sinclair eagerly. "Vou must tell it to me^ if 
Stella is too busy to listen. News is not to be despised in our 
quiet OeAhoTpe. We get none too much." 

" Perbt^ we shan't be so quiet in fiiture I " cried Sally. 
" Miss Lytme's niece is coming to live with ber — at l^t to 
stay with her on a good long visit I just saw her yesterday. 
Such a stunner 1 She looks about six foot ; but she says she 
isn't 90 much — and her face and her figure^ and the way she 
turns herself out 1 Ob, you've got to see that for yourself 1 And 
she's been all over the world pretty well, and has Uved lots in 
America, and she's goii^ to make things bum here, you bet 1 
Tbaf s what she said herself, cmly I can't make it sound as she 
does. She isn't a bit loud or mannisb— like what mother says 
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J am — but she's a way with her I can't explain, for she says 
things that would make your hair curl if other people said 
them ; but it sounds just all right with her, makes you want 
to sit and look at her all the time." 

This was news indeed! Stella paused in her occupation 
of putting on little Cissy's gloves, and gazed at Sally with 
questioning eyes. Mrs. Sinclair put the inquiry that the girl 
had scarcely liked to do before the children. Stella was 
finding out that the little pitchers were banning to develop 
long ears. 

"What does Miss Lynne think about it all? I scarcely 
knew she had a niece. I always understood that there had 
been some sort of split in the family." 

^' Well, I don't profess to know all about that. One knows 
the sister did make a runaway match, and left Miss Lynne 
with the old father, and never came near them again. But I 
suppose the girl couldn't help that Anyhow, she's come to 
see her aunt, and Miss Lynne is just delighted. You can see 
it in her dear old face and hear it in her voice. She's awfully 
proud of her handsome niece already. Poor dear I After 
the life she has led I do think she deserves some happiness 
and sunshine now. This Diana is going to cheer her up a 
lot, I'm sure ; but whether itil be all beer and skittles, that 
arrangement, remains to be proved." 

" What do you mean, Sally ? " asked Mrs. Sinclair, smiling. 

Sally wrinkled up her stubby nose, rabbit fashion, and 
looked pretematurally wise. There was a shrewd gleam in 
her greeny-grey eyes, which gave to her face a comical 
expression. 

" Well, it's tike this : I can fancy that a niece, six feet high, 
and as pretty as they're made, and with a will of hei own that 
you seem to see sticking out all over her, might be rather a 
lai^ order to take into your house full-fledged like that 
Poor Miss Lynne has never had a chance of her own way yet 
She just lived for that tiresome old father. Ob, well, you 
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know I don't mean any harm of the poor old chap — he*! dead 
and gooe now. But he did lead her a life) and she never 
thought of anything but him. And now, just when we all 
want her to have her little fling, and play her own hand, down 
comes this sort of she-conquering hero — hei name is Conquest, 
if you please, which seems a bit too significant — and I'm half 
afraid it may be just the same old game over again with 
different players; Miss Lyime always taking second fiddle, 
when it's time she should boss the show herself." 

When the children were all glored and ready, they started 
forth upon their walk, the twins holding Stella's bands, Teddy 
prancing on in front, or sometimes condescending to walk 
beside Sally and engage her in conversation. She always 
fascinated the children, whom she called the kids ; she never 
tried to talk down to their level, but const^mtly bewildered 
and charmed them by her peculiar vocabulary and her 
fascinating command of grimaces. 

Stella spoke suddenly, following out her own train of 
thought 

" Miss Lynne's has been such a beautiful life — an ideal 
life, to my thinking. There has been no thought of self in it 
from first to last. She has just lived for others. That is what 
1 call real life — the highest of all. That is what I should 
like mine to be — no thought in it for self, but always for those 
about us. The life of self-sacrifice ; the life of Christ" 

Sally had wrinkled up her nose a little, and was looking 
sideways at Stella, with a quaint expression on her blunt 
features. At the last word, however, ber expression changed, 
and the words she might have spoken she held back. She felt 
to a certain extent as thoi^h Stella had taken the wind out of 
her sails — assumed an unfair advantage of her. If you take 
too high a tone, you rob your opponent of the chance to pass 
a jest 

"Well, everyone to his taste," she replied, after a short 
pause ; " I know you regard me as a lost soul, or something 
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akin to it. But I wasn't made for pokii% 017 nose into 
cottages, or teaching kids in school, or fooling round at 
bazaars, or at garbage — I b^ pardon, I mean jumble — cales. 
I don't feel called upon to lacriRce mjrself to that extent I'm 
good at games, and I'm no good at anything else j and I think 
one is best doing the things one can best do, and leaving the 
rest alone. I think the parish can get on vtij comfortably 
without me ; and I wasn't bom a rector's daughter — thank 
goodness I" 

By this time the party had arrived at the fork in the road at 
Clee Mill, and the children were clamouring to be taken to 
see "Auntie Miss Lynne," as they insisted on calling her. 
But Stella had many errands to do in the village, and the 
children had been eariy taught to walk up and down a 
cottage garden whilst Sister Stella went inside. It was dull 
work for them ; but Stella strove to impress upon them 
that they must not think of themselves, that they must 
learn unselfishness in Uttle things; and being docile children, 
they had obeyed her submissively so far, though Teddy began 
to show symptoms of revolt which sometimes gave anxiety to 
bis watchful guardian. But to-day Sally came to the rescue by 
offering to take " the kids " to Convent House herself, and to 
leave them in Miss Lynne's charge, to be called for later, 
Teddy pranced for joy oA hearing this offer, and the twins 
made a rush to gain possession of Sally's hands. Stella 
wavered a moment, and then gave way to the combii>ed 
pressure put upon her. 

" Very well, if you will be careful of them, Sally. I want » 
speak to Miss Lynne about two or three little things. I will 
come for the children later. The niece will not be there 
to-day ? " 

" No ; she went off yesterday to get her belongings together. 
She will be badr pretty soon, but I don't know exactly when." 

It was a good hour later before Stella found herself free 
to seek her charges in Convent House. She found them 
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playii^ hai^fly with Miss Lynne's Irish tenier in the sunnj, 
cloistered garden, whilst Esther herself paced up and down the 
covered walk watching them, and acting as referee in all 
difiGculties that might arise. Sally bad gone off aftu* hearing 
all there was to hear about the coming of Diana Conquest 
After all. Miss Lynne had not very much to say to anyone 
about it yeL Her niece wanted to pay her a visit, and was 
coming. How lot^i; that visit would last was an open qaesticoi. 

Stella was interested ; but with her parish affiiirs came a 
long way first, and she had much to discuss with Miss Lynne, 
whose sympathetic nature and un&iling liberality made her 
a person of importance in Stella's little world. When the 
budget of news had been thoroughly discussed, Esther remarked 
genUy: 

" I wanted to see you, Stella, about a good many things. I 
hope now to be able to relieve you of several cares and duties 
that you have gradually taken upon yourself. You have too 
mudi to do, Tuy dear child. It is quite weighing you down. 
But now that I have set my house in order, as it were, and 
got back my strength again, I shall be glad to come to your 
aid. And perhaps we shall find another helper in Diana. 
She has led a curious roving life hitherto ; but she will be all 
the better for some fixed duties when she comes here to settle 
down for a while." 

Stella smiled, but she spoke a little hastily : 

"Oh, that is so kind of you ; but, indeed, I am not over- 
worked. I arrange my time carefully, so as to get everything 
in. You see, they naturally look to the Rectory ; and &ther 
tells me all that is wanted — all that is going on. You do help 
OS immensely ; we are always coming to you ; but — " 

"But I am not to do more than dispense kitchen physic 
and coal tickets and warm clothing? Is that i^ Stella?" 
asked Esther, with a smile. " And what of my old Mothers' 
Meeting, which I was obliged to g^ve up these past two yean ? 
I know Lady Caroline did not get on with it, and it fell to 
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your lot ifter all. Hay I not have tny mothen back, my 
dear?" 

Stella flushed a little as she realised somewhat the 
construction which might be put upon her vords. 

" Oh, Miss Lynne, you did not think I meant that I I was 
not thinking of the mothers. Of course, they will be delighted 
to have you back. But please don't send me away altogether. 
L«t me help yoa Indeed, I often feel it wants more than 
one to take it It has grown a good bit bigger. And I am 
so interested in tlie mothers, and I know them all, and — " 

" My dear Stella, it ii not for me to say what you shall or 
shall not do ; and personally I should be glad enough of your 
help. But I shall have a niece now for a while to help me (if 
she be willing), and yoa are really doing too much. You have 
the choii to train and the o^an to practise, you have your 
Sunday-school class, and your Bible-class for boys. You are 
treasurer to almost all the little parish charities and clubs, and 
though each individually may not take much time, yet in the 
aggregate it must involve a considerable amount of care and 
thought. You have a great deal of visiting to do, and you 
go to the schoob cotutandy. Then at home you have a 
certain amount of housekeeping — " 

"Ob, but that is very little, indeed. Edna manages 
beautifully. I just do the overlooking in the kitchen — " 

"Yes, dear! and the children's walks, and some of their 
litde lessons. They will soon be needing more time and 
care as they grow older ; and if you still decide against a more 
responsible nurse for them, your time will be increasingly 
engrossed at home." 

"Ob, but E^na means to teach them, and have them more 
with her as they grow older," spoke Stella eagerly. *• I know 
you do not agree with us, but we both feel a great wish really 
to bring them up ourselves, and not give them over into the 
hands of a r^ular nurse, who will man^e them her own way, 
and perhaps win them away from us, or, at leasl^ keep me 
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more or less out of the nursery. We are most particular 
about the Tillage girl who comes to nurse-maid them. Annie 
is most good and trustworthy, and she looks up to me, and 
will fall into any arrangement I like to make. Indeed, I 
think we are right. The charge of little children is a very 
precious responsibility," and Stella's &ce grew soft as she 
gazed at the little ones engrossed in their happy play. 

Miss Lyime smiled a little, and a half-sigh escaped her. It 
■eemed such a liule dme since Stella herself bad been a 
toddler in a white frock, playing around the old sun-dial; 
and here she was, with a face over^rave and anxious for her 
thiee-and-twenty years, talking of her responsibilities ia the 
matter of these children. 

'*But your drawing, Stella," said Esther, after a brief pause, 
" I want to see you take that up again. Your brother took so 
much care and pains over the studio he contrived for you, and 
you have such a talent that you should try and exercise it If 
you would only consent to transfer some of these innumerable 
small duties to other willing hands, you would be able to do 
something again with your pencil and brush. Do you never 
think of the good lessons your father gave you in London ? 
Is it not a pity to let everything go like this ? " 

An eager light had flashed, at the first mention of drawing, 
into Stella's eyes, but little by little it died away. 

" I don't think I shall ever be able to take up my drawing 
again," she said slowly ; " I have almost made up my mind to 
that" 

Esther was silent She bad known StelU from her baby- 
hood; she had watched her development; she knew her 
strong points and her weak ones. She was beginning to be 
aware of that strain of firmness — or obstinacy — she scarcely 
knew by which name to call it, which combined itself with 
much outward gentleness and appearance of moderation and 
reasonableness. She had found before this that it was one 
thing to advise Stella Sinclair, and to believe that her advice 
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would be followed, and quite another to note unj real difference 
made in accordance with her woids of counsel 

" She's as good as you like ; but awfiil pig-headed 1 " Sally 
had blurted out one day. These words recurred to Esther at 
this moment, and a litde smile curved her lipL 

Suddenly Stella spoke with rather more than her customaiy 
emphasis — spoke almost rehemently. 

" It is becsute I lore my drawing above evoytbing that I 
feel I must not touch it I am afiaid to b^n. I should 
grow absorbed. I should not know when or how to stop. 
When I think of pictures — oh I I see such things 1 My fingers 
tingle to get to work. But I must not ; I am quite sure of it. 
It would be selfish. It would be a self-indulgence. I^st 
Lent I made my resolve. I gave up all thoa^ta of a career. 
My duties lie about me here. The rest I must sacrifice. Is 
not sel^sacrifice the true road of the Cross, the path we all 
must tread if we are to follow in — in — His footsteps ? " 

Still Esther remained silent. She was not quick of speech. 
She was not even very quick of thought. She was often 
conscious ot some flaw, of some bllacy in words that she 
heard, in arguments that she read; but could not at once 
Uy her finger upon the weak spot Stelb's enthusiasm for 
self-sacrifice was known to her. She admired whilst she 
deplored some of the phases it seemed likely to take with the 
advance of yean. In an age of so much pleasure-seeking and 
robust unblushing selfishness in the rising generation, this was 
certainly a contrast in many ways agreeable ; but she felt a 
fear lest Stella should carry her theories too far; should 
become unconsciously a busy-body and a village autocrat, her 
range of nuon limited, and her tastes and talents crippled ; 
yet she fdt it a great difficulty to speak words to so young a 
creature which should seem to counsel her to act in any way 
against her conscience. The girl needed a wider outlook, 
and that is what is often so difficult to obtain. 

Stella was quick to detect anything like disapproval in those 
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whose good opinion she valued. She looked up into Esther's 
lace, and spoke with some vehemence. 

"I should have thought you would understand so well. 
Your own life has been such an example I You gave up 
everything!" 

"My dear, my own duty was plain. I did not take it. 
I did not choose it It was laid upon me. The dependence 
of parent upon child is only second in its saciedness to that of 
child upon parent And we can none of us see the end from 
the be^nning. Had I known and understood what a long, 
long decay it would have been, I think I should have taken 
steps to share the burden in some measure. But it came so 
slowly, so gradually. It was only bit by bit everything else 
had to be ^ven up; and then it seemed probable that it 
would be for such a short time. I think it is not meant by 
God — I think it is not quite good for anyone — that all should 
be swallowed up in one overwhelming care. Do not take my 
life as your pattern, Stella ; for you will make a mistake if you 
da God gives us all things richly to enjoy. Do not forget 
that. And now you must take these mites home to their 
dinner. You have them well in hand, my dear. They would 
only let me put their gingerbread into a bag to be taken home 
for tea. 'Sister Stella does not like us to eat between meals,' 
they said." 

StelU aud her charges passed through the garden and 
across the little bridge to the footpath leading out upon the 
road. As they reached the highway) Stella gave a start, and 
a young man leaning against a tree close by stepped ibrward, 
lifting bis hat with a smile, as he said : 

" Sally told me I should see you if I waited here. Have 
you got a welcome for me yet, Stella ? " 

She had turned from red to pale, and from pale to red ; 
and as she held out her hand, she uttered only one word : 

" Rudolf 1" 
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CHAPTER IV 

THE squire's son 

StbUa was looking thoroughly itaitled. 

The young man who had accosted her took c^ his 
hat, smiling. The children capered about him, making 
demonstrations of welcome, which he recdved good- 
humouredly, and then bade them " trot along " whilst be 
talked to Stella. 

Rudolf Hastings bore no lesemblance to his sister Sally. 
He was a remarkably handsome man of eight-and-twenty, with 
that rather peculiar air of finish in his dress and person which 
marks the Londoner; not the frequenter of the City, but 
the man whose occupations are cariied on in the locality of 
Whitehall, Downing Street, and Westminster. His eyes were 
watchful and observant, hii face wore an expression of quiet 
determioation, his whole aspect gave the imi^ession of 
resourcefulness and power. He was tall, and his frame was 
well-knit and well-propoitioned, though in build it was rather 
slight Stella regarded him with admiration, not entirely 
unmixed with awe. She had known Rudolf all her life. A 
rather peculiarly close tie bound them together ; yet, for all 
that, she never saw him without a certain tremor and 
apprehension, which held in its scope elements both of 
joy and of pain. 

" I did not know you were coming home, Rudolf," she 
said. " I saw Sally this moming, but she said nothing 
about it." 

" Sally did not know. I arrived after she bad gone ouL 
34 
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Bj^nd-by, irtten I hid told my newi at borne, I followed her, 
and she told me where yoa were to be found. I have 
something rather particular to discuss with you, Stella." 

Her colour came and went; die looked very sweet in her 
omflict of feeling. Rudolf glanced at her, and his dark eyes 
lighted. He just put out his hand as though be would like to 
take hen and place it on his ann ; bu^ alter all, the quiet 
road was a puUic thcvoughfare, and be was a man to whom 
demonstiatuM] was objectionable, so his hand dro|q>ed a^in. 

"My news is this, Stella,* be said. "Last wedc my 
eccentric old bachelor godfather died Yestmlay came the 
funetal, and the reading of the will. He had no near 
reUtioos ; none of his own name. He had always spoken 
of making me bis heir, but I never allowed mysdf to reckon 
upon dead men's shoes — especially those of such an eccentric. 
But he has not changed bis purpose. All that be had is to be 
mine. It is not great wealth, but it is, at least, modest affluence. 
The lawyer could not tell me exactly what tbe property was, 
but he siud I might safely reckon that it would work out at 
not less than an income of a thousand a year, plus tbe quaint 
little old-&ubioned bouse in Chelsea with its furniture and 
plenishings complete. With what my secretaryship brings me 
in, and what I make by my pen, we could start housekeeping 
any day now, Stella." 

She started, and seemed to shrink a little away. Her &ce 
was all one deep rosy flush. Rudolf paused and looked at her 
steadily. 

" Are you ready to come to me ? " he asked. 

"Oh, Rudolf I you have startled me sol What do you 
mean by ready? What is it that you want?" 

"I want to put an end to this unsatisfactory state of affairs 
between us, Stella," he answered quietly ; " I want it to be one 
thing or tbe other. Five years ago, when you were eighteen 
and I was twenty-tbree, I asked you if you would be my wife 
one day, and yon said that you would— only yon were too 
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yoon^ and could not be spared from borne just then. I wu 
going to London to commence my life there. I very soon 
found ont that you had been right We were both too young. 
To have married tbea would hare been folly. But I have 
abrays looked forward to it as the crown of my career when 
the way should open. I have always regarded you as my 
affianced wife, though you have never permitted me to 
announce our engagement openly. Why not, Stella?" 

"Lady Caroline would be against it," faltered Stella; "I 
know she expects you to make a great match some day." 

Rudolf was silent a moment ; then he answered, with a 
smile : 

" My mother will never hold out long against my wishes, if 
she sees that my happiness is involved." 
" But it will be a bitter disappointment to her." 
Again Rudolf paused for a moment before answering, 
" You see, my mother has had disappointments with the 
girls. Geraldine has been so delicate since that attack of 
scarlet fever that there has been no chance of taking her for a 
season in town, and getting her married brilliantly, as till then 
had been reckoned upon. And poor Sally" — a half-laugh 
broke from the young man's lips — " well, for my part, I always 
find Sally immensely refreshing; but one can understand that 
she is not the sort of daughter my mother would care to 
produce and present in her own social circle in town. So, 
under the circumstances, it is natural that she should centre 
her ambitions in me > but, as I say, I will undertake to master 
her opposition. I am much more afiraid of yours, Stella." 

He looked her full in the face, and she quivered a little 
before him, She wrung her hands together nervously. There 
was appeid and distress in the face he was seeking to read. 

"Yes, Stella," he repeated, "it is your opposition I fear 
most When I spoke to you first, your answer was : ' When 
I can be spared.* It has been the same phrase constantly 
repeated ever sinct When you spoke it first I was not afiaid. 
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Your [ather had lately married again. Your brother was going 
out to the colonies in a year or twa You would soon be free 
of compelling ties. After I b^an to know more of life, I saw 
that an early marriage was often a mistake. I have not been 
impatient. Had it not been for this sudden stroke of good 
fortune, I should have waited yet longer. But this alten 
much — " 

" Oh, Rudolf — why should it alter that ? Why can you not 
wait longer still ? How can I get away ? " 

" What holds you ? " he asked quietly. 

" Oh, so many, many things ! There is my father — he 
depends on me in a hundred little ways. There is Edna — 
always ill, and often suffering. Nobody undeiBtanda what to 
do for her like me. And the children — and the parish — oh, 
Rudolf ! how could I leave them all ? " 

" In iact, Stella, everything and everybody b to be considered 
— except me ? " 

"You are cruel, Rudolf 1" cried the girl, walking rapidly 
onwards ; " you know I did not mean that I " 

"What did you mean then, SteUa?" he asked patiently. 
" That is what I should like you to explain." 

" Then I will I " she cried, bursting out almost fiercely. 
" Can you not understand that we who are young — we who 
have all our life before us — ought to wait, ought to sacrifice 
out own pleasure, our own happiness — for a while, at least — 
at the call of duty ? What are we put here in our pUces for, 
but to serve ? Duties grow up round us ; we know that we 
are filling a sphere usefully. Are we to cast everything asid^ 
just to be happy in our own way? You know I care for you, 
Rudolf I You know how you can tempt me by your words I 
But just because I want so much to be with you always — to 
do what you ask of me — I am afraid to do it ! It is pleasing 
oneself; not doing that which is given us to da Can't you 
understand ? I know I cannot put things cleverly ; but I 
know what I feel. We are not to please ourselves. We are 
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to uke the thorny road — not the broad and pleasant one. 
We must serve our apprenticeship, at least We tntiEt deny 
ourselres. Rudolf, dont you undeistand? Don't you feel 
yourself that that is the highest ? " 

" I think that were you to mury me, Stdla, you would find 
ai ouuiy and as important duties grow up around you as 
training a village choir, or teaching in schools, or managing 
small parochial clubs, and so forth. My idea is that wherever 
we aie, we 6nd plenty to do; and that useful work is wanted 
all the world over." 

" But your wife would have to lead a gay life too — a society 
life. Dinners, receptions, balls ; oh, I know how your world 
lives. I should like it so much, Rudol£ I feel how I should 
delight in it. Nobody knows how I love beautiful things — 
lights, fiowers, soit clothing, sumptuous living. I am afraid to 
think how I should revel in it all. But to leave my duties 
here — for that! Father, Edna, the children, the parish! 
Oh I yon don't know all that I have to do and think c^ every 
day — " 

She stopped, because Rudolfs lace looked steni. She had 
known him all her life — ^he had been her childhood's hero and 
the idol of her ghlhood ; but she was a little afraid of him all 
the same, and when that look clouded his fux she always 
trembled before it. 

"Then, Stella, am I to understand that until the children 
are grown up, or until Mrs. Sinclair has recovered her health, 
and your father has retired from his living, you will not 
consent to be my wife, or to admit to the world that we are 



Stella was silent, battling with bet feelings. She had a hurt 
sense {often experienced in Rudolfs presence), that the dnties 
which to her were so all-important and compelling were lightly 
esteemed by him ; that he took an unfair view of her position ; 
that be filled to compr^end how each separate tie, in itself 
unimportant and even trivial, yet represented a small sphere 
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of Dsefuloess, and that these dcs multiplied together formed in 
the aggregide a bond of service which it would require great 
rescriutton to sever at a blow. She knew that anything could 
be made to sound ridiculous by a caustic tongue directed in a 
mocking spirit ; but to the girl there had always been some- 
Uiing almost sacred in her earnest and coosdentious discbarge 
of ber duly round of duties. She prayed for gnidaoce even 
in trifles ; bow much more in the greater issues of life. She 
was seeking to pray now — to see her way clearly ; but she was 
afrud to let henelf go — to permit the compelling power of ber 
love to gain the mastery. Duty must be the rule of life — and 
the sacrifice of self at its shrine. 

Rudolf was speaking again now, in that veiy level and even 
voice of his which seemed to sting her spirit as with the lash 
of some invisible whip. 

" I shall not try to override you, Stella. You have reached 
woman's estate^ You should be able to judge for yourself. 
But I will for once present the matter as it appears to me. 
ASier that, you must settle for yourself what answer you make, 
and I will accept it as final For something must be settled 
between us at last, one way or the other. Take your father 
first He has a wife, who, though something of an invalid, 
is still capable of making his home-life comfortable, and being 
his companion in his hours of leisure. There are three little 
children, who, in my opinion, would be better looked after by 
a really capable nursery governess than by a very fuUy-occupied 
balf-nster. There are hundreds and thousands of gently-born 
girls who would be thankful for the place, and might give 
Mrs. Sindair what care she needs also. When you many, 
yout fotber could supply your place in this fosbion without 
adding to his expenses. As to the parish, there are other 
persons to help in it It would do Geraldine good to have a 
few outside interests ; and sbe could keep club accounts as 
well as anybody. As for Sally, if she were once pressed into 
tbe service, the might go and see outlying peopit, sick or 
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sound, and would cheer them up famously by her blunt 
speeches and malapropos remarks. There is Miss Lynne over 
yonder, whose bands are less full, no doubt, than they were. 
She would be a tower of strength. You would be missed, of 
course — you would not wish it otherwise. But you would 
find, Stella, as we all of us find in turri, though the 
discorety is not always very welcome — that no one in the 
world is indispensable, and Nature so abhors a vacuum 
that no sooner does one occur than it is promptly filled up 
somehow ! " 

He tried to smile as he concluded, but the smile was not 
altt^ther successful Perhaps, bad Rudolf at this point put 
bis arms about Stella, told her that he loved her, and that he 
wanted ber (which in truth he did badly), and had appealed 
to her love for him, he might even then have won the day. 
But, truth to tell, he was a little sore, and also a little doubtful 
of her. It seemed to him that had she loved him truly, she 
would not thus continue to hold back. Her scruples 
irritated him; her morbid craving after self-mottification (as 
he phrased it) was inexplicable to his more robust and 
masculine mind. A doubt of her affection for him bad 
troubled him before this. Now, he told himself he would 
bring nutters to an issue. Either they should become 
en^ed, with the prospect of speedy marriage, or — 

He did not like to lace the alternative even to himself. It 
was Stella who, swallowing down a great, choking sob, spoke 
the fateful words. 

" I understand, Rudolf. I am not necessary to you or to 
anyone. Perhaps I am foolish to think I am wanted any- 
where. But, at least, I have duties to fiilfil at home, and I do 
not see how I can give them all up at a moment's notice. 
You will soon find the vacuum in your heart — if there be one 
— fill up. We have never been ei^^ed, and this had better 
be the end. I don't think I could nuke you happy. We see 
life with such difletent eyes. You will be a t^ man soon. 
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You oogbt to marry such a woman as your mother would 
choose tor you — rich, beautiful, distinguished. I should hate 
to be a bone of contention between you. Things have 
changed, and we had better sajr good-bye. It isn't as though 
it would make any talk or stir. It was just between ourselves 
— and now it is over." 

She turned round upon him and faced him as she spoke. 
The tears had dried in her eyes with the heat of her excite- 
ment He had never seen her look so attractive in her life 
before, for he had seldom seen her moved to anger. For one 
moment it came over him that there was more in SteUa than 
he bad &ncied, with all his previous lore. For one momeot 
he longed to bold her in his arms, and compel her to speak 
differently t^ the force of his own masterful will, the strength 
and tenacity of which he well knew. But he paused -^e was 
proud too — and he hated to seem to ask more than was 
offered. The psychological moment passed, and the leaping 
flame died down to cold ashes. 

" Is that your decision, Stdla ? " 

" Yes, Rudolf. I think you know it is a wise one." 

"At least I bow to your superior wisdom," he answered, 
with a touch of either bitterness or mockery in his tone, she 
could not tell which. 

She turned from him and burned homewards by the river 
side road, and he wheeled about and walked rapidly away in 
an opposite direction, not heeding whither his steps were 
hent, till he found himself once more by the rustic bridge 
which would take him to the gardens of Convent House. He 
had but to vault the gate, as he had done at will from boyhood, 
and he would be within those quiet precincts which had 
always held so great a charm for him. 

He felt a sudden desire to see Miss Lynne — whose pet he 
had been in his babyhood, and who always had a soft spot 
in her heart for him, although he had so long arrived at man's 
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He did not, bowerer, march through the garden in 
Sally's unceremonious (ashitm, but circled through the outer 
shrubberies, and made formal entrance by way of the front 
door, being ushered into Esther's presence jost as she was 
about to sit down to her solitary lunch. 

So they sat and lunched together, and he told her of the 
good thing which had come to him, and of his prospects in 
general, and his private ambitions, of which, to most persons, 
he was reticent of speaking. 

" You know my chief is in the Cabinet now. He is good 
enough to set some store by my sorices, and he employs me 
in all his most confidendd correspondence. It gives one a 
grip of the under-woild of politics, if you understand roe, 
which is illuminating to say the least of it He has spoken 
to me more than once of standing for some constituency. 
Until yesterday I did not see faow this could be done without 
putting my bther to greater expense than I cared to do. But 
this changes everything. I suppose I could afford it, though 
I am not quite certain yet Anyhow, I dont mind telling 
you, Miss Lynne, that it is my ambition to write M.P. after 
my name, though I have never let myself dream too much of 
it hitherto." 

Rudolf bad, by this time, talked himself into a haK>iei frame 
of mind. Esther's ready sympathy and quick responsiveness 
were soothing ; and also from the fact that for years she had 
read the Times and other newspapers almost from end to end 
to her father, she had acquired a wider range of into'est, and 
more definite information and a[^reciation of the questions of 
the day and the political outlook than was at all common 
with women not actually in the swim of public life. Her 
opinions were worth listening to, when she advanced them ; 
for they were the outcome of patient observation and much 
quiet thought. Rudolf had been struck by this before ; he 
was struck by it anew to-day. In his manner towards Esther 
there was a pretty touch of chivalrous deference. Aa a little 
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boy, he bad liked to play at being ** her knight -eiTanL" Some- 
thing of the old fedii^ lingered yet Both felt it, and it 
touched ft chord in each heart. 

" If only she were five<nd-twenty years younger t " Rudolf 
thought 

In tbe boudoir, over their coffee (there was no such coffee 
anywhere as was served in Convent Honsc^ he declared), 
Esther spoke of the change she was looking for in her life. 
" Sally just mentioned that yon expected a niece; I hope 
it is going to be a niece whose presence will be a source of 
pleasure to you. AU modem girls would not fit into the llib 
of Convent House;" and they looked at each other and 
smiled. 

" I do not think she will fit in one little bit," answered 
Esther, with a laugh ; and when she laughed her face looked 
almost young again. " Yet, all the same, I want her. I am 
glad she is coming, though she is very modem, Rudolf, and 
even Sally sits open-mouthed at some of ber sayings and 
doings t " 

" Ay, Sally is more the hoyden common to all generations 
than the product of our modem civilisation," answered Rudolf. 
" I'm not sure that at heart Sally is not a bit of a Puritan, in 
spite of ber enthusiasm for games of every sort and kind. 
The games are the fashion of tbe day grafted upon the old 
stock. Do you know what I mean ? " 

** I think so. I always feel that Sally has the makings of a 
line woman in ber. I hope I may say the same of my Diana. 
Did Sally tell you what a beautiful creature she ts ? " 
" What is ber name ? " asked Rudolf suddenly. 
*' Diana Conquest. Why, Rudolf, do you know ber ? Of 
course it is possible. She has been some time in London. 
But London is such a big place. It bad not occurred to me 
to ask before." 

" A big place — and a very small one too. Sometimes I feel 
it remarkably small Yes, I have met Miss Conquest She 
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speared in our world rather like « meteor, last November. I 
suppose I have been some half-dozen times in her societf. 
Once I danced with her — " 

" She never told me I mean, she never seemed to have 
any association with the name of Hastings." 

"She would never remember. I was only one of a 
multitude. For she made a bit of a splash when she appeared. 
They say she has a big fortune. She is extremely handsome, 
and has plenty to say for herself. I was never much more 
entertained than I was the half-hour we talked aitd danced 
together. Fancy finding that dazxllng young creature at 
Convent House 1" 

"Yon must help to entertain her, Radolf. I am sometimes 
half afraid of her finding the life here intolerably dull." 

" Well, you see, since the end of January nothing has been 
going on anywhere. Bendes, I do not think Miss Conquest 
will let herself be dull in any company. Miss Lynne, you 
will be quite gay in this part of the world before long. Have 
you heard that Sir Humphrey Vanborough is coming home ? " 

" No ; is he ? " 

" Well, likely to come home, I should say. His time is up, 
and he has retired — worse luck for the district, as all say. 
He is going to show Archie Vanborough some sport up in 
the hills. He went out last autumn to join him. You 
know Archie — a cousin or something of the old boy's — a 
fellow bom with a silver spoon in his mouth ; but a fine 
young fellow for all that. Well, they're out there together 
now ; but will probably be home in the course of a few 
months ; and I expect he'll come back to his own house here, 
for a spell, at least, before he makes any iurtber arrangements." 

Father's eyes were bright ; a soft and tender smile curved 
her lips. Rudolf looked keenly at her for a moment, and 
then said to himself: 

"Lucky fellow, Sir Humphrey Vanborough I " 
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" EsTBEK, I am not going to let you wear that cap any tonger 1 
You are much too pretty to make a frump of yourself I Come 
here and sit down, whilst I work my sorereign wUl upon you I 
Oh, you needn't look so askance at m& I know what I am 
about You shall keep your style; it suits you ; but it just 
wants a touch here and there to transform you, and make you 
younger." 

" Diana, my dear, I am fifty." 

"And you are old-fashioned enough to think fifly old, I 
dare say. Don't you know women call themselves girls, or 
like to be called so, till they are any ^e you like to mention 
nowadays 7 I tell you, Esther, I went not long ago to see a 
girls' hockey match out Hendon way. I had a good look at 
the ' girls.' I vow that one or two of them would never see 
forty-five agun I Grey hair and gouty feet I Oh I I'm not 
mocking at the infirmities of age; but I do say that I don't 
admire to see them playing the fool that way, when the sere 
and yellow leaf is falling upon them I I felt frightfully inclined 
to set up a board with the inscription, < Hockey for andent 
hens.' Some pastimes women can keep up gracefully with 
advancing years, but in my opinion hockey isn't one of these. 
I think it's a frightful game for girls at any time— straddle- 
bugs I call them, when I see them at it ! I really couldn't 
make such a figure of myself as they do. Perhaps that's 
my vanity. That's how I feel, anyhow." 

Diana had arrived at Convent House upon the previous 
45 
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eveoing, bag and baggage ; and very much bag and baggage bad 
there been 1 She herself had laughed at the bulk and number 
of her possessions as they were brought from the luggage-cart 

" You'll find me rather a large order, I fear, Esther 1 " she 
bad exclumed. "Now, say out if your heart fails you at 
the prospect! Ill cart myself away somewhere else if it 
does." 

But here was Diana, very much at home already in tiiat 
quaint, large bed-chamber, low-ceiled and of insular shape, 
(with charming cupboards and hanging closets set in deep 
recesses, which bad accommodated even her voluminous 
wardrobe), giving glimpses through the open door of that 
adjoining room beyond, equally large and quaint, cosy and 
home-Uke, with its glowing fire^ its warm, soft hangbgs, its 
wealth of flowers culled and arranged by loving hands, and 
those nicknacks that she herself had added to its plenishings, 
which made it already seem her very owtL 

Now, with deft and skilful fingers, she was trying her art 
upon Esther's waving silvery locks. She bad the air of one 
exceedingly at home in her surroundings. Already there was 
a touch of playful imperiousness in her manner towards her 
aunt, as though this young madam had been used rather 
to command than to obey. 

" I'm going to have the world admire you as I do myself, 
Esther. You're perfectly sweet, and I mean everybody to 
know it Oh, you needn't protest or Mush — girls don't blush 
nowadays; but you are so refreshingly old-world t you have 
the sweetest brown eyes, just like a dachsy dog, you know I 
I wish mine were brown. Grey is so commonplace. I like 
mine best when I get into a rage, and they turn yellow — like a 
tiger's I I wonder why I can't make them do it at other times. 
I like people's eyes to match their hair ; it gives a kind of finish 
to their appearance. It's tiresome; one's eyes are so baiBing. 
One can get hair and complexion, and even a nose to order 
pretty much no.v ; but one has to stick to the eyes that Nature 
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has given on^ however badly the dear old lady may have 
blundered over them I " 

" Di, Di, you are a sad rattlepate 1 " 

" Ho, indeed ; only modem, with the latest up-to^te ideas. 
Now, Esther, come and look at yourself. I've had you in my 
mind's eye all these last days, and have overhauled all the 
best hair-dresseis' shops for the right combs for you. White 
hair is just the loveliest in the world, when it is all silvery and 
glossy and wavy, like youis. It's the grizzly, dull stage that 
one funks. Now see ; what do you think of yourself, eh? I 
want to make yon a little more vain ; you're just a trifle too 
like a mediseval Dun~aU spirit and do flesh." 

Esther looked, and could not forbear a little anule. The 
change was so subtle and sldlfiil that she could scarcely define 
it, and yet it seemed to have brought back some of her 
vanished youth. The soft waves of hair were just a little 
raised and re-arranged, so as to produce a softenit^ and more 
''^glig^ effect The little lace cap had been superseded by 
some arrangement of tortoiseshell, and the abundant coils 
formed a coronet which gave her added height and dignity. 

"There 1 you are a real Queen Esther, and any Abasueras 
would be pleased and proud to hold out his golden sceptre to 
you I I hope you appreciate my self-denial in all this 1 for 
nobody with any real sense of true beauty will look at me 
whilst you are by. I shall be the discarded Vashti, and you 
the honoured Queen Esther I Well, I must confess my 
sympathies always were with Vashti. An Eastern woman 
gifted with spunk ought to have been better appreciated I " 

She linked her arm within Esther's, and led her away from 
the mirror, not permitting her to touch or alter anything. 
They had come in from an early walk round the Utile estate 
which owned Esther's sway, and Diana's interest had been 
only equalled by her ignorance with regard to English country 
life. As they descended to the hall, they saw the butler 
crossing it to the front door, and pausing a moment on the 
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laDding to let the viators eater, Diana saw that these were a 
tall and rather stateljr-looking lady, with a young man in 
attendance, who looked as though he might be b« son, for 
there was some similarity in their gait and caniage, if not in 
their features. 

" Who are they ? " whispered she to her aunt. 

"Lady Oroline Hastings and her soa I thought she 
might perhaps call. I have known her ever since her marriage, 
thirty years ago. She knew your mother, Diana." 

They followed their guests into the drawing-room, where 
the new-corn^ was duly presented She towered over Lady 
Caroline in a fashion to which that tall and upright dame was 
scarcely accustomed ; but the vivid beauty of the face riveted 
her eyes, and she held the girl's band rather long^ gazing 
earnestly at her, and turning to Esther, exclaimed : 

" It is Arabella over again — and yet with a difference 1 " 

" It must be with a difference," answered Diaoa, speaking 
for herself, " for my father always told me I was a Conquest 
to my finger-tips. But I suppose I am like my mother, too ; 
only she was such a fragile flower — at least, when I remember 
her — and there is not anything fragile about me I " 

" I want to introduce Mr. Rudolf Hastings, my dear. But 
he tells me he has been introduced before, though he does not 
suppose you will remember him." 

The girl faced round upon him at once, searching his face 
with her eyes. They were almost exactly of a height, he 
having the advantage of perhaps half an inch. 

" I ought to remember you," she said reflectively ; " I used 
to try and keep an inventory of the men I met There 
were those I wanted to take on my knee when I talked to 
them, or put them in my pocket out of the way when they 
bored me. There were those whose beads were just below my 
eyes — thetops of their heads I mean — so that I was impelled to 
study the partings of their hair and guess what sort of bear's 
grease they used. Then there were those one could talk to 
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comfertatdy — like jou, foi instance ; and the till men one 
could look up at These fonned a very small class. I dedare 
I believe there are more six-foot girls than men to be met with 
hereabouts. I sort of seem to know joui face; bat tmly 
I nerer could figare to keep all the names in my head I " 

" That would be too much to expect of anyone — least of all 
anyone so crowded out with partners as you were at Lady 
Holyneux's dance. The wonder was that I g<^ any chance at 
alL" 

" Ob, I declare, I believe I've got you now I Say, aren't 
you one of the clever soit ? Aren't you a bit of a rising light 
— write slashing articles or stnnething — and are going to get 
into Parliament one erf these days, and set the Thames, or the 
House, or something on fire I " 

" Well, I've a notion that both the Thames and the Houses 
of Parliament will survive the brilliance of my career," returned 
Rudolf gravely, " and I'm a lot^ way from being a member (^ 
the legislature yet. But politics is my trade, if that's what you 
mean, Miss ConquML I've got my foot on the ladder, and I 
mean to mount" 

" That's right — yon stick to that 1 " she answered. " I call 
the politics of this country pretty rotten — all talk and talk, 
and nothing done 1 I suppose men are made that way, and 
can't help it. But never mind what it is you've got hold of, 
you go ahead, and come out top. Thaf s the secret of success — 
if it's only to be a stufiy old Cabinet Minister at the end. I'd 
never be content with anything but the top rung of the ladder 
if I were a man. Though politics would be about the last 
show I'd try to run. I should have been out in Africa a year 
ago if I'd been a man. I just tmgled all over to go. I tell 
you, Ladysmith wouldn't have been starving all that time if I'd 
been a general over yonder 1 " and her eyes flashed, the yellow 
light lea(»ng into them, till for a moment hair and eyes 
matched in tint, though she did not know it or think 
of it 

D 
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" You have OMtfidence in yoorsel^ Miss Conqaest," Rudolf 
said. 

"Of course I bare. It's not much good having confidence 
in anyhody else in these degenerate days. I'm fair nek of 
mtiddles and vacillation and talkj-talky — in Parliament and 
out The country is staunch; the men are fine fellom; 
but at headquarters — pouf t The War Office wants banging ; 
Parliament is just a lot of old women — fuddling along about 
education and goodness koows what — pampering the people 
when they want making into men, and wondering where our 
next generals are to come from. Bobs and Kitchener can't 
last for ever, and with this grandmothering and coddling and 
feathei-bed sort of legislation, I wonder what England is going 
to come to. I feel I'd like to make a clean sweep, and mo the 
whole show myself I I'd make them sit up some I " 

" I remember you made a good many pea^le sit up at l^y 
Molyneuz's when last we met," spokt Rudolf, smiling beneath 
his moustache ; " home truths were quite at a discount that 
night at sapper. A good many persons went away with a flea 
in their ear — as the sayiag is — to whom such a thing must be 
a rare expoience.' 

"Yes; I think I remember. My monkey was up about 
something that night. It's an active little animal, my monkey, 
and does not lie low very long at any time. I've come here 
to give it a bit of a rest It won't do to wear it out too 
young." 

"No; that would be a pity ; and I can believe that a little 
rest will be healthful for it" 

Rudolf was as grave as a judge, but there was lurking 
humour in his glance. Diana saw it, and laughed. 

"Well, I admit I have rather a beast of a temper," she 
remarked, with engaging candour. "I fancy it's a form of 
temper when I feel like slashing right and left all round me — 
no matter whom I hit People in this blessed country seem 
to me so timid, so cautious, so afraid of responstbili^, so 
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namby-ptunby, if yoa know what I mean 1 I can't just find 
the right words ; but I feel it all through me — to my bones ! 
There's sparkle and froth ; but there's no backbone. If you 
ihake tbem, they just seem to come to i»eces in youi bands. 
That makes me want to woiiy 'em all the wone." 

Rudolf looked lefiectiTd; at her, as she stood flushed and 
radiant in the pride of her overflowing vitality. He partly 
understood, and he partly sympathised. His calling in life 
was one that had opened his eyes to the corroding action of 
[Hnk-tapeism in legislation, and the strangling of great issues 
in the superabundance of petty detalli the clogging of the 
wheels of government by the very desire to take each side 
issue into consideration, and please everybody, instead of 
pressing forward to the goal with the courage of single-minded- 
ness and patriotism. What he felt in great matten was, be 
knew, copied and reflected in almost every condition of life. 
A condition of affairs existed which was flabby and flaccid. 
This girl had felt it, and it had roused her scorn. Her scorn 
she was disposed to dispense withont much mercy upon 
mankind in general He felt that she was trying to take his 
measure in order to treat him to what she decided was his 
due. It was a sensation not devoid of novelty and piquancy, 
and the young man was prepared to enjoy it. 

But before any further passage-of-arms could take place, 
two figures were suddenly seen approaching the long 
window, beside which Rudolf and Diana were standing. 
They looked quickly at them, and the girl exclaimed at 
once : 

"There is Sally I" 

"Yes, Sally unmistakably 1 " he replied, noting the short 
skirt, the muddy boots, and the inevitable hockey-stick; 
"Sally come for a cup of tea to a drawing-room where she 
will not be scolded for her appearance in such a gaib. Miss 
Lynne has spoiled us all from our babyhood upward. Is she 
going to try her hand upon you. Miss Conquest ? " 
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Diana Giniled without answering; b«r eyes were upon the 
advancii^ pair. She asked a connter-qoestion. 

"Who is the other <Hie?" 

"Miss Sinclair — SteHa Sinclair, the Rector's daughter. 
Perhaps yon have heard of her. She is a very important 
ftctor in Oeethorpe." 

"She u very pretty," said Diana, and opened the window 
for them, stepping ont into the little quaint porch-like shelter 
which abutted upon this angle of the house. 

" Come along, Sally ; come and have some tea I " she cried 
out, in her clear, imperious tones; "I am going to call you 
Sally from the start, and you may call me anything you choose. 
When people like me, they call me Di ; when they pretei>d 
they like me, and are really cross, they say Diana; when they 
are downright furious, and make no pretence of frieodship, 
then they say Di-an-a Conquest. So that's how the land lies 
in this quarter; you can pay your money and take your 
choice I " 

"I shall choose IMl" cried Sally, whirling her stick 
affectionately round Diana's head, which with her was a mark 
of endearment " I'm going to like you juit awfully, I know. 
You're so tremendously pretty for one thing, and so huge 1 I 
wish I was as tall t I could do sach heaps of things 1 I 
wonder if you're as strong as I am, thot^h t Let me see if I 
can put you down. You've got the hoght ; bat I rather think 
I've got the muscle ! " 

Diana laughed, and held up her hands for the trial, which 
ended, after a pretty good tussle, in a victory for Sally. 

"It's not fur," said the vanquished, "you're just made of 
steel, and IVe been getting soft in London ; but one of these 
days 111 best you yet ! " 

" I believe you will t " cried Sally. " Oh, yes, you shall get 
into training here. It isn't half a bad place for that. We've 
got a hockey club and a golf dub, and good links, toa And 
then tennis — we've an asfrfialt cour^ and can play all the 
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took tne some time to make up my miod to it ; but really it** 
not half a bad game when you've got over the first feeliag of 
scorn. Do you play ping-pong? I haveot seen it yet; but 
people say ifs going to catch on like fim t I'm rather a dab 
at billiards, and we've a good table too. When Rudc^a at 
home we have fine battles. He can beat me still, generally ; 
bat be doesn't have to give me points now ; and sometimes, 
once in a blue moon, I beat If you play, and we have 
matches togetber, perhaps I'll go one better than him before 
long. Wouldn't that be a lark 7 I wonder if Rudolf would 
care about being beaten. I think he's rather one of the sort 
who think men should have things all th^ own way." 

She gave a comical look at her brother, who was standing 
beside Stella, exchanging commonplaces with her. SteUa's 
face was flushed, and her hazel eyes looked curiously bright, 
almost as though they were sparkling through tears. If Sally 
had been observant, she might have gues^ that something 
was the matter ; tnit as it was, she remained happily oblivious, 
and called to Stella to come and be introduced to Diana, 
whom she ought to be dying to know if she wasn't 

" Stella is the good girl of the place, and I'm the naughty 
one^" cried Sally. "She does all the work, and I do all the 
play. She scolds me for being idle and frivolous, and I abuse 
bex for being a paragon. We're always quarrelling ov» some- 
thing; but we manage to make it up again, and scramble 
along somehow. Tea ? Oh, rather I I'm as thirsty as a fish, 
and as hungry as a hunter. Oh, I say, I didn't know mother 
was here I I won't come too fiir into view. Just let me have 
my portion somewhere out here, where I can keep my dJrty 
boots fi:om the maternal visioa Rudolf won't betray me ; 
he's a jewel of a boy I " 

By this tim^ Diana had become acutely aware of some- 
thing strained in the situadoa ; nor did she, mth her quick 
intuitions, uke long to discover the cause. Stella was 
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pillHttting all orer, and only muted rather vaguely, and gave 
landoni answers to the obserratioDS addressed to her. Rudolf 
had grown grave, and just a little stiff in his manner. He was 
engaged in bringing tea over to the girls gathered about the 
window, and having done this, he retired to the rug, and, cup 
in hand, joined in the conversation between the elder Udies, 
talking with a brilliance which attracted Diaiu's attention, and 
kept her mind divided between the two groups, though she 
retained her seat near to the window. 

"Are they secret lovers? Or what is it?" she asked 
hersel£ " I must find that out by hook or by crook. It is 
entertaining to be pitchforked into quite a new worid — and a 
little one — where one has time to get interested in the peqple^ 
and watch what goes on. Till one has a hand of oik's own 
to play, it's quite amusing to see how others are playing the 
game. I'm not quite sure that she is good enough for him ; 
but then she's alt in a twitter just now. Ill take her measure 
better another day." 

Sally was taken home by Lady Caroline in the carriage, and 
rather to Diana's surprise, her son accompanied them also. 
This confirmed ha suspicion that if he and Stella were laven, 
it was either secretly, or else there was something "up" 
between them. SteUa had several small parish matters to 
discuss with Esther, and Diana freely offered than advice, 
which convulsed her aunt, and broke up SteUa's little nervous 
fear of this tall and beautifiil stranger, so that when Diana 
offered to walk down to the river with her on her departure, 
she assented quite gratefully. 

" You shall set me to work one of these days in your 
parish," she said. " 111 tell you one thing I can do — I can 
get along with boys, and I can keep litde kids amused by the 
hour together. Those are my qiedal gifts and graces. I can 
sing, too — you shall hear me in diurch one of these days. 
I'll shout down aU your boys together if th^ sing out of tune. 
Ill drown the whole show — so now, you know 1 I can't stand 
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drawling oat of tune. Ill keep them up to the Diark, jrou 
bet!" 

By the time the bridge was reached, and Diana said good- 
bye, Stella was half ^Knoated, half alanoed, by Esther Lynne's 
niece. As for Diana, as she turned away and skirted the bank 
of the stream for a stroll before returning to the hous^ she 
Slid to herself : 

" Rather a ' papa, prunes, prism ' little miss ; but not a bad 
sort realty, I daresay. Wonder if I shall have to take her in 
hand as well as Esther and Sally ? " 

Diana's feet were fleet Soon she had entered the long, 
straight yew avenue that had taken her fancy from the first 
It was almost dark here, beneath the dense gloom of the 
ancient trees. She stood looking up it, with a smile upon her 
lips. 

" I wonder how soon Sir Humphrey Vanborough will come 
back," she said to herself. " Somehow, I feel rather interested 
in that man. I rather want to see him." 

Suddenly she gave a great start. Somewhere near to the 
farther end of the dusky walk a ghostlike apparition seemed 
to detach itself and flit with perfect silence across to the 
other side. It appeared to be a dim figure, with white about 
the head, the rest all indistinct and grey. 

" A coifed and veiled nun 1 " cried Diana to herself, half 
frightened, half laughing, as she suddenly turned and sped 
towards the house. " Esther did not warn me that the yew 
walk was haunted. But what would a house like this be 
without its ghost?" 
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CHAPTER VI 

HUN'S BOWZR 

DtAHA had been a fortnight in ber new home, and ahe felt as 
though the had been there six monthi. Alreadj her presence at 
CoDTOit House was felt in a number of little significant ways. 
The dinner hour was changed by neaily an hour; and had 
Esther not stood firm, Diana would have coaxed her to 
breakfast later also. But, as it was, she only succeeded in 
detayii^ the conclusion of that meal by her late appearance at 
it. She was always promising to amend her ways, and to turn 
over a new leaf, and come down to prayers ; but so far there 
had been small indication of improvement in this respect 

" Your feather beds are so ddidous, and your toft air is so 
■tqwrific, that really I can't make up my mind to get up ! " she 
would declaim "and after all, what does it matter? The day 
is long enough for all we have to put into it When I've got 
a motive, I can rise with the lark. You shall see one of these 
days." 

And Esther forbore to ask whether pleasing her, or 
confonning to the rules of the house, or joining in that 
simple act of dedication morning by morning, were not 
motive sufficient Esther had already realised that she had 
to deal with a complex nature, with an imperious will, with 
an ambitious temperament, in which the organ of rule was 
very strongly developed. Diana might be led through ber 
affections; she would never be driven or o>erced. She was 
engaged at present in taking by storm the small world of 
Cleethorpe, and was extracting sufficient amusement therefrom 
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to keep her in gay sfnrtts, and make ot bet a most amtuing 
ccunpanion, though (xie who could be somewhat OTerpowering 
at times. 

Already she bad established the pleauntest possible 
relations between herself and Squire Hastings' &mily. Sally 
was by way of adoring ber, in her brusque and rather uncouth 
bsfaion. Lady Caroline had welcomed her with warmth to 
come to and fro at will to Bishop's Hall; and so long as 
Rudolf was at home, Diana bad been engaged in a biUiard 
tournament there, hastily organised by the indefatigable 
Sally, in which she had carried off the prize, after some 
most exdtiDg matches, and had since been playing constantly 
with the son of the house and his sisters, and making herself 
quite at home in their society. Geraldine, the delicate elder 
sister, took almost the same liking for Diana that Sally had 
done. She brought a new element into the place; she was so 
gay, so handsome^ so daring. Squire Hastings was a man of 
whom many people stood in some awe, but Diana knew not 
the meaning of the word. She teased him, flattered him, 
coaxed him, from the first moment of theii introduction. She 
made him show her over his model farm; she insisted on 
having every horse trotted out for ber inspection j she went 
into raptures over the dairy cows, and the tottering, butting 
calves; she declared the little pigs were "perfectly sweet," 
and that she would like to have half a dozen to run about with 
her. She even made friends with the sullen old mastiff, who, 
as a rule, would accept caresses from no one but bis master. 
She listened to all the Squire's hunting stories with keenest 
delight, and swore him over to let her ride to houods with 
him so soon as the season should come again. 

"I can ride. I've always ridden, since I was a baby child 
in 'Ole Virginie.' But I've never hunted in the English 
Bishion. You shall teach me the trick ! I won't disgrace you 
—I promise you that, I am huntress by name and huntress 
by natwre J " 
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"That u a Tei7 attractive girl," spoke Squire Hastings to 
his wife about this time ; " now, if I were a young man like 
Rudolf—" 

The Squire was voicug what had already occurred to Lady 
Caroline berselt Diana had a considerable fortune, she 
knew; also, she was Esther Lynne's nearest blood relative, 
and Convent House marched, as the sajring is, with the estate 
of Bishc^'s Hall. Also Rudolf was a rising man, and could 
afford DOW to think of marrying. 

Lady Caroline bad sometimes felt a little uneasy lest Stella 
Sinclair's prettiness should catch Rudolfs fancy. They bad 
been intimate always ; he had played champion to her from 
childhood; but the mother had not troubled herself much 
about this hitherto, believing that London life would soon 
bring Rudolf into easy relations with brilliant and beautiful 
women, who would quidcly efface any impression made upon 
him by the Rector's dai^hter at Cleethorpe. But though 
several years had passed, Rudolf made no sign as yet of 
baring seriously contemplated matrimony. His work stood 
first in his interests, it seemed, and he was disposed to regard 
women rather as pawns in the game of politics than as 
possible wives for men such as himself. He seemed to have 
plenty of friends amongst the daughters of the men of his 
world ; but not a hint had be dropped as yet about any 
thought of taking to himself a wife. Hitherto, prudential 
scruples might have restrained him ; but now that moderate 
affluence was his, he could please himself in the matter. And 
if his heart were not entangled somewhere in London, could 
he do better than think of Diana Conquest ? So the girl was 
made a very welcome guest at Bishop's Hall, and the Squire 
took more notice of her than he had been known to do of any 
gill friend of his daughters all these years. 

It was of the Squire that Diana asked a question she had 
been desirous to put to Esther herself, and yet which she had 
never actually dared to voice. With all ber gentleness, there 
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wM a quiet dignity and a delicate reserve and reticence about 
Esther of which at moments Diana became keenly conscious, 
and which occasionally quenched her eager exuberance and 
checked the ex[H«ssion of ber curiosity. 

" Humphrey Vanborov^h 1 Bless my sonli yes I No doubt 
about it, be wanted Esther — wanted her badly, poor lad I We 
were both lads together in those days. I'm not sure that I 
wasn't a bit sweet on Esther myself; though I always knew I'd 
not the ghost of a chance against him. But you see, the 
mother was dead, and the &ther began to fail ; curious case 
bis ; sort of disease that baffled doctors completely ; seemed 
to affect every organ, and yet he went on living, living, living, 
till one could scarcely believe it when he died t Oh, yes, what 
was I saying ? Well, of course, it was pretty phiin that one 
daughter would have to stop with him. Thirty years ago, my 
dear, young women didn't go howling about the world for a 
vocation ; but they stopped at home and did their duty there 
— though sometimes it came hard upon them — as it did upon 
Esther Lynne. 

"We thoi^ht it was she and Humphrey who would make the 
match of it ; but suddenly your father appeared, and, hey 
presto I — before any of us could look round, he and pretty 
Arabella had made a match of it — almost a runaway affair that 
was. But Esther stood by them loyally ; would never have a 
word spoken against it She was not exactly engaged herself 
— it was die sort of thing that one understood rather than heard 
discussed. He was away when that happened. Perhaps she 
wrote to him. I dont know. Anyhow, he kept away for a 
long while. His visits were very few afterwards. His father 
would go ont to him somedmes, and spend the winter in 
India } and now and again Humphrey came home, but was 
very little here. I fancy it went deep with him ; but he's not 
a man to wear his heart upon his sleeve. I suppose when he 
did come be saw bow it was with Esther— how impossible it 
would be for ber to act difiisrently. And his caie^ took 
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him of neoestitf to the ends of the etith — u it seemed 
then." 

"And so Esther was aurificedl" flashed oat Diana. 
"Well, I never did see why one penoo's life should be 
sacrificed to another. I'd very soon see that mine wasn't, I 
know I In (act, it's two lives to one. Ifs not fiur. I always 
ny that it's the good people of the world who make the most 
fearful muddles 1 Well, I've no morbid craving after self- 
immolation, thank goodness I I mean to live and enjoy lifev 
and do something with it You shall see 1 " 

But for all that, Diana showed a little extra spice of affection 
towards Esther on her return hom^ and not inErequeotly 
brought the subject of conversation round to Sir Humphrey 
Vanborough, asking questions about him, and fiuniliuising 
herself with the story of his distinguished career, the details of 
which Esther seemed to have by heart, though always speaking 
with great "' "*"*■* and no self-coniciousness upon the 
subject 

A wet afternoon gave the girl the chance she bad been 
waiting lor. 

" One can't stay indoors all day I " she cried ; " and one 
can't go veiy far. But do take me to Nun's Bower ; you 
promised you would once I We shall be quite sfaelteted 
through the yew walk, and I want to see Sir Humphrey's 
house and its treasures. He may be coming home soon now ; 
there's no knowing. Let's go and have a prowl round. Do 
—there's a darling 1 " 

Esther was easily persuaded. They were soon traversing 
the wide yew walk, where the equinoctial gales swayed the 
great trees overhead, and made a wild sort of music Diana 
looked keeitly about her for any passing glimpse of a coifed 
nun ; but saw no indication of any ghostlike figure. She had, 
indeed, almost forgotten the apparition she bad seen — real or 
fancied — and she had not spoken of it to anyone so lar. She 
bad « healthy mind, and was not easily alarmed either by 
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omacte or supposititious tenors. And at this moment she 
was engrossed in the interest of inspecting the outside of Sir 
Humphrey Vanborough's house, which, as they passed through 
the gate at the end — of which Esther had a key — became 
clearly visible to her, though it was a good deal smothered 
by the density of the shrubbery, which had considerably 
encroached of late years. 

And yet, how beautiful that shnibbeiy was ! Just one mass 
of glossy rhododendrons and outdoor azaleas, some of which 
were in bloom — the rhododendrons, that is — whilst all showed 
promise of the wealth c^ blossom which soon would he, and 
already the air was scented by the breath of violets, which 
made a thick under-carpet along the many cunningly-cut 
walks and paths. 

" Mr. Vanborough had very little glass ; but he delighted in 
such things as grow hardily. His roses and lilies, his violeu 
and flowering shrubs, were always the great feature of his 
garden. But it looks rather wild now. Burchell is getting 
old, and he does not keep things quite as they should be kept. 
But it will hearten him up if he hears that the master really is 
likely to come home. He and his wife live in the house, in 
an oAhoot, that is, connected with the main block by a 
passage. The old fragment of the ecclesiastical building is 
quite small, and very ancient Mr. Vanborough's grandfather, 
irtien he bought the property, built more commodious quarters 
for the servants, keeping the old house intact for his own use. 
But we must go round to the back door to get in. I do not 
think they will hear us if we try the fntnt entrance." 

It was a very strange old house. Diana gazed wonderingly 
at it Small though it was, it was built round a small court* 
yard, in the centre of which an ancient fountain stood, with 
the signs of the zodiac deeply cut along the rim. None of the 
windows of the rooms looked into this small square enclosure, 
but only the windows, small and narrow, and heavily mullioned, 
of the appez and lower corridors, which ran completely round 
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like a coveted cloister way. The roomi all faced outwarda^ 
looking south and west and east The nmthem aide of the 
small quadrangle was abnost entirely swallowed up in the 
entrance-hall and fine staircase, which was endently more 
modem than the ancient structure itself thoi^ it probably 
dated back over two hundred years. There were other sotal^ 
twisted staircases at the angles of the building, leading from 
the lower to the upper corridor. 

" I call it a fascinating place I " cried Diana, as she ran up 
the stairs, and careered right round the upper gallery till she 
reached the bead of the staircase again, where Esther and Mrs. 
Burchell stiU stood talking. Esther's £ace was a litde flushed. 
She was reading a letter that the housekeeper had given her. 
As the girl advanced upon them with many exclamations of 
delight, she folded the letter and gave it back. 

" Then you will be expecting him back early in May ? 
That is sooner than you thought last time I saw you." 

"Yes, ma'am. He spoke of going hunting, or something, 
with young Mr. Vanborough, and I expected from that that 
they would he a goodish while away. But I think he's 
changed his plans a bit Fahaps the sick gentleman he 
speaks of, who is coming back with him, has to come home 
before it gets too hot Well, 111 be right glad to welcome Sir 
Humphrey home — that I will. I was afraid he'd maybe 
taken to wandering ways, and would never come here no 
more," 

Diana was keenly interested. Sir Humphrey coming back 
in about six weeks from this ; two months at the oatside I 
And not coming alone, either, as it seemed ; for they spoke of 
young Mr. Vanborough and this Colonel York as accom- 
panying him. Diana remembered the name of the soldier. 
He had done something rather specially gallant, and had been 
dangerously wounded. But nobody thought of anything just 
now except what was going on in South Africa, which seemed, 
perhi^a, a little un&ir, she decided It would be, at any rate, 

UigilizKl,, Google 



flnn's Sowet 63 

a variety to have some masculine element imported into the 
place. Since Rudolf Hastings had gone back, this elemeiA 
bad been decidedly lacking, and Diana rather missed it She 
bad been used to men all her life, from being her fitther's 
ORistant companion. 

" Hen society is very improving, I dont doubt," she bad 
once remarked to the admiring Sally ; " but it's just a trifle 
monotonous, especially when all the hens are such virtuous 
fowls! Schools, choir, clothing club — clothing club, choir, 
schools I I know it all by heart now. I'm going to have a go 
at that choir one of tbese days I 111 teach those little beggars 
to sing through their mouths, and not through their noses I 
I am being slqwly, but surely, engulfed in the vortex of the 
righteous parish ! I feel it coming upon me. I am like 
Andromeda, chained to the roclc The monster is calmly and 
inevitably approaching I We badly want a Ferseus here to 
come ai>d set us free I " 

But she did not say this to Esther, and now, when she 
exclaimed, "Ferseus to the rescue — as I live I" her aunt 
r^jarded her with looks of questioning amusement 

"Never mind what I mean. Show me the house first ; we 
can talk afterwards. This gallery is a perfect museum of 
Oriental treasures in the matter of heavenly vases and the most 
demoniacal-looking weapons, and a few monstrosities in the 
way of idols. Now take me to see the rooms. I'm sure Sir 
Humphrey must be a man of ideas ; one can see it in the 
things he has sent home." 

The rooms were curious and very quaint, interiocking, and 
with odd angles and bows and projections. There were doors 
of communication one from the other, as well as the doors 
opening upon the gallery that ran all round the house. During 
his long sojourn in India, Sir Humphrey had amassed a vast 
collection of curios and beautiful fabrics and Oriental treasures 
of every sort Brass, ivory, silver, feather work, embroidery, 
pottery — all had its place there, cunningly disposed to the 
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greatest advantage, and arranged with the care and taste, which 
showed that some loving hands bad been at work therb 

" It seems a shame to leave such exquisite things about in a 
bouse that is not inhabited," said Diana, as she roamed from 
room to room enchanted. 

" Yes, miss, so it do^" answered Mn. Burchdl, " but what 
are we to do ? The costliest stuffs are put away in chests and 
cupboards, and the jewels and the gold ornaments are at the 
bank. But tbe bouse is just crammed full, as you see it, of 
these heathenish odds and ends, and where to put them away 
I shouldn't know. So they just stop where they are, and I look 
after them as best I can. We don't have a lot of dust here, 
standing right away from the road, and the sun don't get in to 
hurt them, as I keep the blinds down. But I'll be glad to see 
tbe master back, that I will, and then things will be properly 
done inside and out, as they should." 

Mrs. Burchell was delighted to have anyone to talk to, for 
her life was a lonely one, and her husband was rather deaf, 
and spent most of his time pottering about out of doors. She 
invited the ladies to take a cup of tea in her pleasant kitchen, 
where the glow of the fire was reflected in the shining brasses 
and the spotless tin and delf ware on the shelves. Nor was 
her tea to be despised, nor the cakes of her own baking 
produced from her stores. But Diana, who was not specially 
interested in local gossip, such as their hostess delighted in, 
slipped presently away, saying that she wanted another prowl 
round the house ; and after finding herself quickly in the 
main hall, from which a passage opened to these modem 
kitchen regions, she begna a more detailed survey of the 
beautiful contents of the roonu upon tbe lower floor, which 
contained tbe bulk of the more costly and curious articles 
collected Dining-«>om, library and study, all had their share 
of treasures, though they boasted solid and antiquated furniture 
as well, carved, and upbobtered for the most part in stamped 
leather. But tiie two large rooms, one fadng south and the 
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other east, vriiich bad plainly been the dnwing-roomi of the 
hous^ were almost like Eastern roomi themselves, with divana, 
rich embroideries, ornaments of every description jumbled up 
together in the quaintest Eashion, yet presenting a remarkably 
harmonious whole. 

Diana examined them curiously, and presently paused, 
somewhat puzzled to aoxunt for the absence of dust in the 
ne^bourtu>od of a certain Hindoo idot, and also, when she 
looked further, she saw distinct traces of finger-marks upon 
the thio layer ot dust which lay over surrounding objects. 

"Have I been fingering things? Esther certunly didn't, 
and good Mrs. Burchell's Uiick, stumpy fingers never left 
traces so fine," mused Diana, with her head on one side. 
" Well, it's no particular business of mine. I needn't try and 
play Sherlock Holmes for the elucidation of mares' nests. 
Ill run upstairs and prowl tbtoiigb the bedrooms again. It's 
a delightful house, just bogey enough to be bsdnating, 
without being too big, and lonely, and ward. I like it 
immensely. Nun's Bower — weR, I'd not so much mind being 
a nun to live in a place Uke this. How dark it is getting, 
though I There must be a heavy i^n-cloud coming up; but 
it all seems in character with the pUce." 

The girl ran lighdy up the staircase, and commenced her 
ramble through the upper bed-chambers, which partook in 
measure of the quaintness, the antiquity and the Oriental 
character pervading the whole house. 

"Ifs nther btMorre, this fusing of the ancient East with 
the mediaeval West," she remarked, as she passed in turn 
through the different romns, and finally came out upon the 
upper gallery, and gazed down into the courtyard upon which 
its pointed windows looked. 

A very heavy r^n-cloud was passing, a torrent was pouring 
down, and it was so black that she could scarcely see 
more than across the quadrangle. She stood at one of the 
angles of the inner square^ and looked at the rain plashing 
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down in vertical lines, nuking quite i pool in the dry btsin of 
the old fountain. 

Then suddenly she started, and her heart gave a throb. 
What was that giey, dim, shadowy figure she saw flitting along 
the lower corridor? It was not Esther — Esther wore black; 
it was not Mrs. Burchell's portly form. She craned forward 
to catch sight of it as tt flitted past the narrow lancet-like 
openit^. Yes, she was certain it was the same figure she had 
seen before in the avenue. There was white about the bead, 
the rest was whitisb-^rey ; the movements were ghostly and 
phantom-like. She felt her head swim for a moment, and an 
unwonted sense of fear clutched at her heart 

'* The nun ! the nun 1 " she exclaimed, half aloud, and 
taking her courage in both hands, she darted to the head of 
the staircase, towards which the phantom figure seemed to be 
flitting, half expecting to meet the nun advancing to meet her. 

But there was nothing. The house lay dim and deathly 
silent, and the whit&coifed figure with the gliding step had 
totally disappeared. Diana made the circuit of the lower 
corridor, her heart thumping against her ribs, and then with a 
sudden and most unwonted access of nervous dread, she made 
a dash for Mrs. Burchell's cosy and pleasant kitchen. . 

As she was walking home in the watery sunshine which had 
followed the rain-storm, she asked lightly of Esther ; 

" Is Nun's Bower haunted ? It's a ghostly sort of old 
place." 

" I never heard of anything being seen there. Of course, 
people ore fond of saying that there must be ghosts at both 
our houses. But they have never troubled us, and I do not 
think they ever wiU." 

" She does not know anything," said Diana to herself with 
a side-look at her aunt's tranquil face. " Well, 111 keep my 
own counsel ; but 111 find out what that creature is, or I'll 
know the reason why I " 
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CHAPTER VII 

THREE GIRLS AMD THEIR OPIKIONS 

Stella Sinclair was conscious of feeling depressed and 
worried. A certain kind of worry was not unfiuniliar to her ; 
but, then, she could trace it to its source and understand it. 
Something was goii^ a little wrong in the parish. A big lad 
was giving trouble, oi there was illness which might perhaps 
spread, or the children had been naughty, or there had been a 
fracas in the school. All these little troubles, which Stella 
took seriously to heart, she understood and could deal with 
after her own Etshion, She knew by experience that things 
would smooth themselves out in time. They kept her busy 
and they kept her anxious, but she was familiar with the 
situation, and r^arded these small aflairs as all in the way 
of business. 

But now some new element had suddenly thrust itself into her 
life, uid she did not thoroughly understand it, or know what new 
developments she might have to face. She was conscious of 
a sense that her little world was going wrong somehow, and yet 
she could not explain, even to herself, why or how. For once 
in a way she sat idle in her big " parish room," as she caUed it ; 
that big, bare place which once had been ±e tithe bam, and 
which her brother Gervase, now out in West America, had 
converted for her into a studio, proud of her talents, and 
certain that she would make a name for herself by brush and 
pencil. 

The artist blood ran in Stella's veins. Grandbthci and 

mother had possessed talents of no mean order. Her 
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grandfather's name was known in ardstic cirdcf, and 
was talked of yet. At school her work bad excited astonish- 
ment and praise. On leaving school she had studied 
art r^larly for two years, and had made progress which was 
considered most creditable and promising. Then suddenly 
Edna's health had failed. Stella hurried home to be with her, 
intending then, and for some while afterwards, to divide her 
time between home duties and her painting. At that time 
there was an artist lodging at Clee Mill, who overlooked her 
studies and gave her much help and instruction. But he went 
abroad. 

Edna became a confirmed invalid so to as powers of active 
locomotion went. Stella became more and more occupied at 
home and in the parish. Gradually all else was pushed into 
the background, and the previous year, at the commencement 
of Lent, when she was pondering upon some decisive form of 
self-sacrifice and renunciation, she went over to her studio, 
turned with their faces to the wall all her paintings and studies, 
which had hitherto been Ufe friends and companions to her, 
locked away ber piunts and bmsbes, and resolved to devote 
herself all her ene^es, her time, and her talents, to the 
service of others, giving up once and for all that thing which 
she knew in her heart she best loved, but which, if taken up 
with any purpose, must of necessity involve the expenditure of 
time that might be more profitably employed elsewhere. 

The year just gone by, when she had not so much as made 
a single sketdi, and had only drawn pencil animals to amuse 
the diildren on wet afternoons, had not been an unhappy one. 
She had been very busy. She had a &iend— a clergyman's 
daoghter in the nearest huge town — who was a person oi great 
ene^, and who was an excellent organiser. Stella bad copied 
her, and bad sought to organise various guilds and associations 
in Cleethoipe in imitation of— sometimes in connection with — 
those of the town. It bad kept ber busy and happy, and had 
been a sourM of interest and satis&ction to her, filling up all 

UigilizKl,, Google 



TOree Ofrls an^ tbett Optnlone fi9 

her spue time and bringing her into touch in some way or 
another *rith almost erery person in the parish — a consumma- 
tion which she thought most desirable and advantageous. 

But just lately things seemed goii^ a little a%og. The lads 
and lassies, who a year ago bad joined eagerly in the proposed 
schemes, appeared growing tired of them now. The Bible- 
reading Club, when the cards for distribution for another year 
were to be given out, had dwindled to the most meagre propor- 
tions. There were defections in other quarters, too, and when 
Stella visited the mothers to ask the reason and solicit their 
aid, she was met by fresh discouragement 

" It isn't a bit of use us speaking nowadays, miss ; the boys 
and girls will go their own way. They're not uught obedience 
in the schools, but play-acting and all sorts o' nonsense as 
they'd be a deal better without I tell them lessons is all 
play, so far as I can see. My man says when be was a lad 
he had work to do at borne of an evening, and if he was idle 
or impertinent he had the stick took to him. But nobody ever 
has the stick now, so far as I can see. And never a hit of home- 
work ; and when their father says a word to the lads they turns 
on bim and tells him as he doesn't pay their schooling now, 
so he's no cause to put in his word. They did get the stick 
that time— my sakes I — and I was glad to see 'em have it 
But it's the way the world's wagging, miss ; and it ain't a bit 
of use our talking. So long as a thing's new, and amuses 
them a bit, they'll Uke to it. But when they've tried it a 
spell, and they don't get nothln' by it, as they say, why, tbey 
diucks it all up. Girls and boys, they're all alike. One used 
to be able to manage one's girls — but there, I declare, they're 
getting as imperdeni and sarcy as the lads ! " 

Stella could have cried. She was trying hard to believe 
that Cleethorpe was resisting the oncoming tide of the new 
ideas and new abuses which she heard of from other sources. 
It still wore an old-world look ; it. was somewhat remote from 
railroad or any large centre ; but it seemed that the spirit of 
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the age cottld not be kept at bay ; and her goldra dreams of a 
model parish had suffered a distinct shock. 

But there had been other upsets, too, which she was almost 
ashamed to allow herself to call by that name. Up till a few 
weeks back she had thought that the choir-boys, at least, were 
her own particular property. It was she who chose them, who 
trained them, who gave an infinity of time and trouble to the 
care of their voices, their conduct, their behaviour. She loved 
every one of them, studied them, believed she understood 
them, and that they gave her back a measure of her own love, 
and would be loyal and staunch to her ; but what was it that 
had in effect happened ? 

Diana had suddenly swooped down upon them in this very 
room as they were practising the music for Sunday. Without 
a " by your leave " or " with your leave," she had put herself 
at their head, had laughed at them for a score of little tricks 
of drawling or slovening, bad convulsed them till the tears 
rolled down their faces by imitating their nasal sounds, but 
turning these into the notes of animals or birds ; and had then 
set herself might and main, with a verve and a dashing spirit 
that carried all before it, to teach them iow to sing, had made 
them open their months, stretch their vocal chords, bad 
sketched for them on the blackboard how the vocal arrange- 
ments worked, and had aroused in them an interest and 
enthusiasm such as Stella had never in her life attempted or 
achieved. Then when they were tired with the new eiercises 
she forced upon them, she took from the wall an ancient 
guitar that hung there, tuned up such strings as remained to 
it, and held them entranced by a selection of coon and nigger 
songs, which she pattered off in the most charming fashion, 
simply convulsing her listeners, and holding them spell-bound 
and open-mouthed. 

Three times had Diana now invaded their practices, and 
already a change for the better had been observed in the 
quality of the singing. StelU was striving hard not to feel 
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aggriered and hurt, but she was conscious all the while of the 
little smaTtii^ wound which she would never show to the world. 

It was something the same at the Mothers' Meeting too. 
Esther Lynne was back in her old place at its head, and Stella 
suddeDly b^an to understand the power which experience of 
life brings with it. Nobody was less self-assertive, less prone 
to offer advice unsolicited than the mistress of Convent House. 
Stella sometimes caught herself up, blushing and hesitatingi as 
she found herself lauitchii^ forth upon a piece of serious 
counsel to a troubled woman, whilst Esther sat by in silence, 
saying nothing. But the girl was quick enough to notice that 
the mothers with real troubles weighing upon them would 
linger at the end to speak with Miss Lynne (Jone about them, 
hanging upon her words, and confident of a comprehending 
sympathy. Stella missed that constant reiteration of the 
words, "Yes, miss," "To be sure, miss," "Yes, miss, that's 
very true," which formed the accompaniment to her own little 
lectures. But the low-toned earnestness of the speakers, and 
the fashion in which the women themselves opened their hearts 
without any questions or probing, to this quiet, reticent 
counsellor, was a lesson in itself ; and Esther bad gently put 
the key of the riddle into Stella's hands by her words : "My 
dear, when you have lioed life — not just looked on at it a 
few years — you will understand better. Youth has a great 
many privileges, but age has its compensations too. Use 
your youth so that you may reap a good harvest when the 
time for the garnering of the crops comes. Do not try and 
ripen and gamer too fast, or the ears will be light weight and 
poor." 

She did not fully understand even now ; but she was always 
soothed by Esther's kindliness and quick comprehension. 
Esther understood her, she felt, as much as anybody did. 
But nobody really understood — not even Rudolf! 

Ah [ — and here lay another cause of trouble that Stella 
jcarcelv liked to ponder, even whep alone with her thougbtSt 
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Rudolf had gone away for the first time without a special 
good-bye to her. She could not complain. She had as good 
as told him that they had belter be free ; but somehow she 
had not thought he would take her at her woid. 

Rudolf bad always been an integral &ctor in her life. She 
had dimly and vaguely looked upon him as her ultimate fate. 
He would make a career for himself, but it would take him 
tnany years. He had said so himself. She meantime would 
watch over her father, hei stepmother, the children, and the 
parish. She could not think of leaving them ; and why should 
■he t In the course of nature Rudolf would succeed his 
father at Bishop's Hall. Very likely, after a good many years, 
the father would be glad to have bis son marry and settle 
down in the old house and bring a wife there. Then all 
would be plain sailing and delightful Cissy would be growing 
up to usefuhiess at home ; perhaps Edna might be stronger 
after some years; she herself would not be for away, and 
would still be Lady Paramount in Cleethorpe. It had all 
been so beautifully planned out in her own mind, till Rudolf 
had broken in upon her vagae dreams by bis startling 
proposition, and had forced her band. 

She could not leave home now. Duty must come before 
self. She was certain she had chosen rightj but she tud made 
Rudolf angry. He had not shown it, but he had not been the 
same since — and be had been so attracted by Diana. There 
lay the sting of the situation. Stella had never before seen 
him offering homage to another girl She did not think it had 
been done to hurt ber ; it seemed simply inevitable. Nobody 
appeared able to help falling under the spell of that ull, 
beautifuli masterful girl, with the strong will and the insistive 
individuality. When she was present others seemed to dwindle 
before ber, to become pale, colourless, insipid. Stella felt 
herself a little "bread-and-butter Khool miss" in Diana's 
presence. She disliked the feeling, but was striving hard 
i^inst any bitterness of jealousy. Yet this was a touf[her 
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fight than any she remembered bang engaged upon before, 
and she was sometimes surprised at the strength of her own 
emotions. 

And now there burst in upon her, sudden and unannounced, 
this lovely April afternoon, the very perscm she had been 
thinking of— Diana Conquest herself, with the faithful and 
admiring Sally in attendance. 

Diana was flushed and radiant, the delicate finish of her 
appearance not in the least disturbed by the (act that she had 
been playing golf all the afternoon. Sally was red and 
panting ; she canied all the tools, which she flung down with 
a mighty clatter on the floor ; she was hot, dishevelled, dirty. 
Diana might have come from beneath the bands of her maid, 
save for the delightful rufflement of her glorious hair. 

" Stella, we're just dying of thirst You've got to make us 
some tea straight off, this very moment, and no words about 
it either, or you'll feel the swing of my tee across your bock I 
I told Di you bad spirit-kettle and everything in this den of yours, 
and were a hospitable soul to boot I say, Stella, why don't 
you come and join the Am sometimes ? Dt is learning to pUy 
like a stunner t — and so could you, too, if you tried. Isn't it a 
slashing good game when you b^in to get into it, Di ? Isn't 
it absurd that Stella never comes f Always stuffing in here or 
poking round the parish. Horses get mud-fever running too 
much in mud and wet; I'm jolly well sure humans get parish- 
fever, always prying and poking round, and sticking their noses 
into other pe<^Ie's pies. Oh, I'm devoutly thankful I was 
not bom good I " 

Stella was busy over her spirit-lamp and kettle. She had 
heard Sally's c^oiona a thousand times before, and she smiled 
at them indulgently ; yet to-day, almost for the first time in her 
lif<^ she felt a little pricking of pain at heait, and wondered 
why. 

Diana, meantime, was walking round the room, which she 
bad only visited before when the boys were at practice, and 
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she had other matters to think oC Now she tamed round 
one or tvo of Stella's pictures and looked at them, with (rank 
amazement in her eyes. 

"You don't mean to lay that's jrour work, Stella?" 

"Yes — why not?" asked the girl, turning a loving glance 
in the direction of her long-unseen canvas — a sunset over a 
stormy sea, with one white-sailed boat running before the 
breeze — not a very wonderfiil conception, perhaps, yet showing 
capacity and imagination and the power of conveying to 
canvas the sense of immensity and loneliness, as well as of 
the Uquid, transitory beauty of the dying day. 

"Well, I didn't think you had it in you— that's alll" 
answered Diana, examining several of the canvases in tum, 
and leaving them face outwards this time. "Say, you little 
goose, if you can do work like that, what on earth do you 
mean by wasting all your time and energy over what Sally 
calls this parish pottering?" 

Diang flung herself into the one deep easy-chair the room 
contained, and stretched out her hand for the first cup of tea 
without a thought. It was as natural for her to assume the 
first place as it was for others to give it her. Stella, upright 
and bright-eyed, at the little table she had drawn out, made 
answn with more of spirit than she was wont to show. 

" I have given up my drawing — for the present — because 
there are other and more important duties which I have to 
fulfil: We are not sent into the world just to have a good 
time, as Sally insists upon arguing, or to do everything that is 
most agreeable to oui^ves. We have a Pattern set before 
us. Christ pleased not Himself. That should be our 
standard. I should like drawing br better than so much 
parish work; but it would be pleasing myself. You can 
laugh at me if yon like, Sally; but that is how I feel about 
it ; and we have to do what we believe to be right." 
Diana lay back in bn chair, with a face humorously 
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"I like staying with Esther at Conrent House, and cheering 
her up a bit, better thaD I should like taking to thieving as a 
profession, foi insUnce. Say, Stella, onght I to leave the 
paths of virtue because they please me, to take to vicious ways 
because they don't ? Because, if so, I'll begin by bagging one 
of those despised pictures of yours. I should very well like to 
lay covetous bands upon it But I suppose, though, I mustn't 
steal the things I want, but only the things I loathe I Is that 
the way the thing pans out ? " 

Sally became convulsed with mirth — it took little to achieve 
that object — and roared aloud, declaring that that was " one 
in the eye for Stella." The girl, however, looked calmly at 
Diana, and atuwered with slight disdain in her voice : 

" You know you are talking nonsense, DL" 

" I know it perfectly, my dear ; and you are talking nonsense, 
too, only you don't happen to know it, which is a pity ; for 
goodness run to seed is apt to become ridiculous, if not hurtful, 
as you'll find one of these days when you grow older and wiser, 
as I suppose you will ; though some kinds never do. You 
put that in your pipe and smoke it. Sally, leave off that 
idiotic giggling, and give us your philosophy of life. I'm 
not sure that you've got any more sense in that tousled head 
of yours than Stella has in hers. With her it's all work and 
no play ; and with you all play and no work. Isn't that about 
the time of day ? " 

" Well, one can only be young once I " cried Sally, sitting 
up, "and I mean to have my good time whilst I'm young. 
Of course, I did my grind at school ; and by-and-hy, when I 
get old and stifi^ 111 take to good works, or any other sort of 
virtuQus fooling — I mean parishing — that Stella, or whoever 
else may be bossing the show by that time, likes to set me. 
Perhaps 111 have some sense in my head by then. Now I've 
only just sense enough to know that I should be no sort of 
good teaching other people the error of their ways, or the 
young idea to shoot, or to inculcate piety and al) the Pther 
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virtues of the calendar. I'm just over twent7-0De, and except 
wheti I was at school — ^where one leams nothing that is ever 
any good to one — I've lived in this rubbish; little nllage all 
my life. What on earth have I got to say to anybody about 
anythir^ t I should call it jolly good cheek to try it on. Ill 
just take my fill of fun till I've got some sense uito my noddle, 
and then perhaps I'll think about turning over a new leaf. 
But I'm blessed if the world is a bit the better for all the 
tomfoolery over the lower classes which is such a craze now. 
Hear my dad compare old ways and new — and one feels a bit 
sick, I must say ! " 

Diana had drunk her two cups of tea, and now sat up with 
eyes that shone bright with stress of feeling. 

"That's just the cmx of the whole matter — this rotten 
sentimentality is ruining everything in this blessed country. 
1 begin to see it already. Grandmotherly legislation, whether 
from government on t0[^ or in Utde places from local magnates, 
or in municipalities by boards — all the same rotten pandering 
to the people in some form or another. I'm not going to take 
up benevolence in any form. No fear ! I say that life is 
given us to make the most of — to climb up. And I'm going 
to have my climb, too, don't you make any mistake about 
that I " 

" Oh, Di t — tell us ! — what are you going to do ? " 

" I don't know yet I'm having a look round. Perhaps I 
shall never Ja anything so mighty wonderful ; but I'm going to 
de something — in my own world if in do other ! Ill come out 
on top of the show, you'll see I I'm not going to play second 
fiddle in my world— no fear. Ambition is the salt of life. I 
a^^ewith the sentiment, Milton — isn't itP — puts in Lucifer's 
mouth : Belter to rule in bell that serve in heaven. You 
needn't look so shocked, Stella. It's a figure of speech, of 
course. But it embodies a good deal of sound sense. I'm 
not consumed with the love of my kind. I'm not fool enough 
to think 1 can set right times which are out of joint. But I 
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mean to have a good time in my own way ; and you bet Til 
have it Life is ours to eajoy — and that's what I'm going to 
do. Not by just playing games, Sally, or tnick like that, but 
by making my mark somewhere ; and who knows but I may 
make a b^ mark one of these days ? Other women have done 
it before in less go-ahead times. I've got some of the qualifica- 
tions. I go about wiih eyes and ears open. I shall find my 
ladder one of these days, and then up I go hand ov^ hand. 
I don't stop long anywhere. Ill be on top before you've quite 
got your breath." 

Sally believed it She believed everything Diana said, with 
a whole-heaited faith that sometimes made Diana want to 
shake her. It was monotonous to be always adored. Stella 
did not adore her ; Diana was very well aware of that She 
felt to-day an edge of mental opposition which almost interested 
her. 

As she and Sally walked away togetha at length, she asked 
one of her clear, incisive questions : 

" Is your brother going to many Stella Sinclair ? " 

Sally gave her a quick, inquiring look. 

" Oh, it's only a sort of guess of mine ; I haven't heard a 
word. But I had an idea there was something between them." 

" In a way there is — and has been for years. But I'm not 
a bit sure that it'll come to anything. Stella is developing a 
will of her own — that's no harm — only it happens to be rather 
a sort of will that may keep them apart I'll tell you what it 
is, DL I don't know what might have happened if you hadn't 
come here ; but it seemed pretty patent to me last month that 
Rudolf was going to fall in love with you ! Don't see how he 
could help it myself either." 

Diana laughed carelessly. 

" It's a way boys have^" she said lightly ; but when their 
roads diverged, and she was alone, she said, half to herself : " A 
rising politician — future member — perh^M future member of 
Government Well, it might be worth oonsiderii^ I " 
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CHAPTER VIII 

HOHEWAKD BOUND 

The great P. and O. steamer was churning its course steadily 
up Channel, and eager eyes from the deck vere turned to- 
wards the coast of Old England, as it appeared in picturesque 
glimpses through the soft, fine-ireather haze that bung over the 
sparkling water. The passengers, however, were but few. 
Most had left the ship for the land route through Europe ; 
but Sir Humphrey Vanborough and his two companions had 
stuck to the vessel to the last. None of them were in any 
great haste to reach the end of the voyage. All had enjoyed 
it in varying measure, and none had any specially near or dear 
ones awaiting their return with impatience, and grudging every 
added day of journeying. 

Nevertheless, Sir Humphrey's bronzed face was turned 
sboiewards with a good deal of quiet pleasure and enjoyment 
To a roan who has spent long years in the torrid glare of 
India, the green shores and white cliffs of " home " present a 
picture always eagerly welcomed and fondly remembered. 
Times and manners might be changed — he was sure from 
what he heard and read and observed even in the land in 
which he had sojourned, that the England of to^day would 
differ widely from the England he had first left some thirty years 
ago. But though men might have changed, the old country 
remained the same. He sat watching the dim coast-liue with 
contented eyes, whilst Archie played deck quoits vigorously 
with some of the ship's officers, and York lay back in his 
long chair, lost in a rererie of his own. 
78 
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Y<xk bad gsined groand since that afternoon in Febraaiy 
when be lay in Sir HumpbrcT'a buogaJow and listened to the 
plans for monng ap to tbe hilla. The ghastly pallor of his 
&ce bad giren plara to a more healthy hue, and although he 
could only walk very slowljr, leaning upon a stick, and though 
his left arm irould never be very serviceable again, he refused 
any longer to be regarded as an invalid, though the services of 
his soldier-servant, who had got bis discharge and was accom- 
panying him borne, would in all probability be necessary U> 
him all his life through. 

Sir Humphrey suddenly turned his eyes upon his ulent 
companioa Although these two men had passed many 
months together t^ this time, and r^arded each other with a 
warm affection that was entirely mutual, and of which both 
were keenly conscious, yet they were not specially conversant 
with each other's family affairs. York had gleaned, chiefly 
through conversation between the kinsmen, the chief events 
of S\i Humptirey's life, and his domestic circumstances. But 
being a very reserved man, he scarcely ever spoke of hii own, 
and Sir Humphrey was not one to pry needlessly into bis 
companion's private affairs. Thus it came about that, though 
they were rapidly approaching port and the separation which 
usually follows upon anival at home, Sir Humphrey had only 
the vaguest idea what his companion intended to do with 
himself. 

He turned and looked at him now with a kindly smile in 
his deep-set eyes, heavily fringed by bushy, black brows. Tbe 
eyes were dark blue, steadiest in their glance, shrewd, watchful, 
and genial in expressicm. Hen trusted their glance, women 
kindled into smiles at it, and little children were drawn as by a 
magnet 

" It is nnderslood, York, that you come home with me at 
the first— till you have had time to look about you and make 
plans?" 

" Is it, sir ? " and York's eyes lighted with pleasure. " The 
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prospect is pleasant enough, but I feel as though yon hid had 
■ometbing too much of my company already." 

They looked at each other for a brief while in silence, and 
then the elder spoke, smiling yet with a touch of sadness in 
his tones: 

"I hare a fimcy, York, that we are both lonely fdlows; 
and I am growing old, too, whilst you are out of the race for 
the present. We both seem to be bound for one of the 
peaceful badcwaters of life. Why shouldn't we keep each other 
company there, at any rate, for the time being, and see what 
turns up for us both? I think, from your silence on the 
subject, that you have no near relatives expecting yon 7 " 

" No," answered York, slowly and a little sadly ; " I am one 
of the wai& and strays of the world. My parents died when 
I was a little chap. I went to some Scotch relations of my 
mother's. They were kind, but stem. Except for one girl- 
counn I should have had rather a sorry childhood. Then 
she married — I was in despair that I was not old enough to 
many her myself! — and I went to Sandhurst, and from that 
time lost touch of them alL I had no home after entering my 
profeseioD. One by one my relations died or moved off, and 
I lost trace of them. India and soldiering claimed me. I 
have had my share of the joys of life — my days of g^ory — when 
the wine of life flows red and strong. I do not complain if I 
am stranded now. It must have come sooner or later. My 
man and I will rub along somehow, and keep each other 
company with our soldier-stories. And if you are good 
enough to let me share your quiet backwater for awhile, till I 
am able to turn round and get my mind adjusted to the new 
conditions in the old country — why, I shall be very grateful to 
you." 

"Nay, the burden of obligation will rest with me," replied 
the elder man. " I am going back to an empty home. It was 
never empty before. I have not been able to make up my 
mind to visit it since my father died. It will be peopled for 
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me with ghosts of past dayi. Yoa will sefre to exorcise those 
ghofts, which are melancholy componioos to a man who is 
growing cdd." 

The speaker paused, eyed his companion with a gtanc« td 
peculiar friendliness and solicitude, and then spoke out with 
quiet frankness. 

"Will you let me put « rery impertinent question upon the 
(trei^th of our friendship? Your profesnon has become 
closed to you. Your career in the army Is cot short Have 
you private means adequate to your support ? Because your 
country owes you something — she has bad yonr alt I have 
some influence still, I think. There are berths to be [Hcked 
up here and there — " 

" Yon are very good," answered Yoik, as the other paused for 
a moment. " But I have enough private means to keep me in 
a quiet way. I had a small patrimony, which I have iDcreased 
from time to time by prize money. I have served almost all 
my time on foreign stations. I .was always ready to exchange 
with men who wanted to keep at home. The pay has been 
good and steady ; I have been able to husband my resources. 
If ever I am fit for work of any kind I shall be glad to avail 
myself of your good ofler; hut, if not, I have enough 
to live upon in modest comfort A man can do with Uttlei 
when he is a confirmed bachelor like myself." 

" That is right — I am glad to know it," spoke Sir Humphrey, 
in accents of relief. " It always cuts me a hit to think that 
any man who has served his country to his own hurt and loss, 
should suffer want in his old age ; and yet the country caimot 
support us all in season and out of season. So you and I and 
Tommy Atkins there, and young Archie if he pleases, will 
make our way to Nun's Bower — Bachelor's Bower, I think we 
shall have to call it — and have a look around us before we 
settle anything further. I tell you, York, I am not without my 
selfish reasons for desiring this. I've only got an old couple 
looking after the place, and from all we hear, the cbiefest 
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trouble in life in the old country is getting domestic servants. 
Seems odd to us— one can scarcely understand it. So your 
Tommy Atkins will be a treasure to us till we get a household 
together. Since poor Krishna died in that sudden fashion 
before we sailed, I've felt a bit lost at the thought of settling. 
I quite reckoned on having him to act ma/vr domo to the lot 
of us." 

York's face brightened. The idea tiiat his presence would 
be a source of help to Sir Humphrey, apart from the pleasure 
he might take in his society, was gratifying. There is 
something very depressing in the loneliness of arriving after a 
voyage without any prospect save that of looking out for some 
hotel or lodging in which to bestow self and belongings. 
Y<Mk had practically no ties in England — almost wondered 
why he bad come there at all But the climate of India was 
killing him by inches, the doctors all averred, and Sir 
Humphrey's prompt and kindly action in the matter had taken 
all decision out of bis hands. 

But now he could regard the excitement and bustle of 
entering dock with amused and appreciative eyes. The sting 
of loneliness was removed. He, too, had a destination. He 
was watdiing the greetings, jovial and touching,] which were 
taking place around him, when suddenly Archie Vanborough 
hove in sight, bringing in his wake a tall, dark, handsome 
compatriot, whom he presented to York in the following terms: 

"I say — awfully jolly this — Hastings has come to look us 
up. Good fellow, Hastings, pukka all through. Fagged for 
him at Eton, you know ; was by way of making a little tin 
god of him t He saw in the papers that we were coming 
home in this boat, and here he is to meet us. No beastly 
hotel, this show I He's got a house of his own, he says ; 
bloated luxury, I call it, for a bachelor babe like him. And 
he's going to put us up for a few nights, till we have time to 
get some civilised x.op, and so forth. Oh, yes, you're to come 
too, York — the little tin god decrees it He's a bit shy and 
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ikittish, this cott is, Hastingi, bat be'i all ri^t when yoa 
know him ; it's only at statt be tries to bolt Just keep an 
ejt on him till we get clear of the boat ; then he'll come along 
quietly enough, you'll see I " 

Rudolf looked at Y«k with an amused smile in his eye. 

* A bit crack-brained, our friend Archie — always was, never 
could be taken seriouiW. But I hope. Colonel York, you will 
give me the fdeasure of^our company, as Sir Humphrey bu 
consented to do. It will be a sort of house-warming for me, 
since I God it lather lonely work keepii^ house bachelor 
fashion." 

And as they walked along together, Rudolf told his new 
friend a few details concerning himself and his newly'«cquired 
property. 

Very soon, all things considered, the party found themselves 
enjoying Rudolfs hospitality in the pleasant little house over- 
looking the river, to which he was already growing attached, 
though he had not yet made Dp his mind whether he should 
really live there for the future, or let it furnished for a spell. 
He was able to give his gaests an excellent dinner, having taken 
over cook and cellar and all from his deceased benefactor. 

After dinner, as the May evening was very warm and alluring, 
and the lights upon the river quite beautiful in their way, the 
men took their chairs outside, and smoked and sipped their 
coffee, talking ctf many things the while — the war and its 
probable termination, the state of parties in the country, the 
various evils and problems of the day — all those things which 
occupy the minds of thinking men, and which have fresh and 
Tivid interest for those who have hitherto only watched their 
growth and prepress from afar. 

York was feeling very tired. His bodily strength was small, 
and the fat^es of arrival had tt ied him more than he cared 
10 confess. He spoke little, and presently dropped into a 
light doze. He was conscious of talk going on around him ; 
but he bad no disposition to try and take put in it So he 
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let hii eyti close, and nobody sought to rouse him. He 
looked Tei7 gaunt and white in the silvery moonbeams which 
fell upon his upturned fiuM. Rudolf became aware that this 
Colonel York must have been at some time a remaricably 
attractive man. The features were good, bad they not been 
chiselled so remorselessly by the band of suffering and of 
sickness. He looked at this moment only the wreck of a 
man. But if Tim^ the healer, did his woilc with his 
accustomed skill, the day might come when the soldier would 
again win from bright eyes that meed of admiration which 
they had been wont to accord him. 

The conversation gradually took a more personal turn. 
Sir Humphrey was askii^ about Cleethorpe, hearing how 
matters stood there^ artd what old bees he might apect to 
find when be got back. It was whilst this conversation was 
going on that York suddenly sat up, passed his hand across 
his eyes, and asked, rather io the voice of a man who dreams : 

" Did somebody speak of Stella Sinclair ? " 

" Of Mr. Sinclair, the clergyman of Cleethorpe," answered 
Sir Humphrey at once. " But surely Stella is the name of the 
little daughter I used to see trotting in and out of tbecottage^ 
and sitting so rery still and mouse-like in the Rectory pew? 
How did you know that, though, York ? " 

They looked at him curiously. Again be passed his hand 
across his eyes. Then he seemed to rouse fiitly to the 
consciousness of his surroundings and company. 

" I beg your pardon. I think I was half asleep. I was 
dreaming of my boyhood. That coudn I told you ol, 
Vanborou^h— she was called Stella. She married a clergyoian 
of the name of Sinclair ; but — ' 

" Why, that must be the same. The first Mrs. Sinclair's 
name was Stella, I know ; for Stella was called after her. You 
know she died many years ago now. Mr. Sinclair has married 
again «nce." 

YoA's eyes were bright with interest Sir Humphrey smiled. 
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"What a carious coincideace. It most surely be the 

"Why, yei; but let's get an old Clergy List and make 
sar^" spoke Rudolf, rising. " I know there is a shelf devoted 
to Crockfotd in the library here. What was Hr. Sinclair diung 
when your cousin married hini, York ? " 

York remembered that perfectly ; and in a few minates it 
was ascertained without a doubt that Mr. Sinclair must be bts 
cousin by marriage, and Stella the child of his early love — if 
the girl so many years his senior could be thus described. 

"So there is a little Stella now? I wonder whether she 
will recall her mother in any way. Can you tell me anything 
about her, Hastings 7 Do you know her well ? " 

" Ob, yes ; I have known her from childhood ; we played 
tc^ether, and she and my sisten grew up almost like sisters, as 
you may say." 

" I wonder, is she as good and as beautiful as her mother 
was?" 

" Oh, she is a very good girl," spoke Rudolf, with a very 
slight constraint in his voice^ which, however, none of his 
hearers noticed, not being intimate with him. " Vou know 
she is a grown-up woman by this time. She was twenty-three 
last birthday." 

" So much 1 Ah t how the time runs by. But I suppose it 
must be so. I know how many years my cousin has been 
dead. I wonder, will her daughter know my name ? " 

" I scarcely think she can do so, or I should have heard 
from Sally. Colonel Yoik's name is known m Cleethorpe by 
this time ; but I do not think his connection with the first 
Mrs. Sinclair has transpired." 

" Then let me make myself known to my little cousin in my 
own way and at my own time," spoke York, a light still in his 
eyes that Sir Humphrey was glad to see in their hollow depths. 
"Tell me, are there more than Stella? I lost touch with the 
mother after her marriage, t had an idea that my heart was 

.glc 



»6 tbe Itiecc of jfotbcr %mte 

broken p«at repur, and that it would be oolj pun to see her 

or bear from her aflerwards. For a mere callow lad, I must 
have been a good many kinds of a fool in those days. Has 
Stella any brothers w ststen P " 

" One brother of ber own — out in the backwoods of America 
somewhere. There are three little kids— the chQdren of the 
present Mrs. Sinclair. But Stella has adopted the whole show ; 
she motbeis them almost more than their mother does. Mrs. 
Sinclair is not so very much older than Stella herself — not 
more than six or eight years, I believe. They are by way c^ 
being great friends. Mrs. Sinclair is delicate, and Stella runs the 
whole household, and the parish too, on het own lines. She 
is quite indefatigable and invaluable — the type of the modem 
girl given over to good works. There are several types evolved 
since you left England last. Sir Humphrey, and you will find 
specimens of some even at Cleethorpe. Do you remember 
little Sally, my small sister? I daresay you would scarcely 
notice her; but all children adored you. You told tiger 
Btwies, and made tiger noises, and played tiger games in 
your shrubberies. Kids don't forget that sort of thing in a 
huny. Sally will have a welcome for you, I know, though 
she was only a tiny when you were over last She's anoth^ 
modem type — but I won't give her away — youll soon see ftnr 
yourself. I daresay they have found theit way to India by 
this time; but poliaps they haven't come much in your 
way." 

York fancied that when Rudolf talked of Stella it was 
with a distinct edge upon his voice, as though he were speaking 
with a personal seuse — was it of grievance, or what? The 
soldier's senses were almost pretematutally acute through long 
illness. He studied the (ace of the young politician with keen 
interest. He recognised in Rudolf the masterful man of strong 
character and of strong will. Was it possible that there bad 
been some collision of will already between bim and his 
childhood's playmate ? It was a train of thought not unlikely 
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to be aroused in the heart of the man who had in hii boyhood 
so ardently loved Stella's mother. He knew that love could 
ftwaken in some natures at a very early period, and that it did 
not on that account always prove an evanescent flame. 

It was certainly a curious coincidence^ but it was ■ very 
welcome one, that the place to which he was going as a visitor 
should be the place which contained the daughter of the one 
woman he had ever loved. It made a link instantly between the 
past and the future. The loneliness was lightened. He was not 
quite the waif and stray be had believed himself. He would 
talk to Stella of her mother ; she would like to listen. She 
would give bim her confidence — perhaps her love. He might 
even be aUe to watch over her life in measure. If difficulties 
beset ber, perhaps his hand might smooth her path, or bis 
strength suffice to cut some Gordian knot 

He dreamed many dreams that night as he lay in bed, 
dreams half of waking and half of sleeping, but all centring 
roimd Stella. Something to love I Something in measure 
his own ! Why had he never thoui;ht before this of the 
possibility of Stella's having left children behind her? 

Ah ! but during his roving life of campaigning what could he 
have done? It was only now that he could think of such 
things as home ties and sweet companionship, or ftiendship 
with young creatures of his own kith and kin. It sweetened 
immensely the thought of the future. When he met the 
other men at breakfast the next morning, his face was 
brighter than Sir Humphrey remembered ever to have 
seen it. 

" I tell you what it is, York," spoke the other, with a smile, 
" I suspect that you and I are in a bit of a hurry to get down 
to Qeethorpe. Nothing like talk of old times and old faces 
to quicken one's desires after old places. You don't know this 
place, but you've got your magnet there. I have several ; and 
if that fellow Archie wants too much time with his uilor and 
his hatter and his hairdresser, it strikes me that we two old 
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fogiei will just leave him to follow, and go down at oui own 
time." 

" Well, A fellow must be juit decent before be sbowt himself 
in dvilised society/ laughed Aichie. 

"Meaning that you and I are not drilised," remarked 
his ki n sman. " Ob, go your own way, my boy. I was 
young once, and perhaps a bit <rf a duidy, too. We moat 
of us aie some time in oar lives. It's better taken young 
than old. Well, I've got a few thii^ I want to do; but 
one day wiU suflSce for them, and if youll keep us over M- 
morrow, Hastings, I shall be giatefol. But after that I think 
well run down to Cleetborpe, and see what we find there. If s 
been very friendly and kind of you receiving us in this 
handsome fashion." 

"The pleasure has been minc^" answered Rudolf cordially ; 
" but of course I understand your feelings. Please make your 
own arrai^ements ; and if you go down before Archie is ready, 
I'll look after him and keep his spirits in bounds. I've been 
bear-leader to that cub before now, eh, Archie ? " 

And so it came to pass that upon the following day, in the 
afternoon, Sir Humphrey Vanbotough and Colonel York took 
train for the west, and found themselves speeding through the 
smiling verdant country away towards Cleethorpe. 
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Tkxri was a little flutter of excitement through the {riace 
when it was definitely known that Sir Humphrey Vanborot^fa 
was about to return home. Qeethorpe had not concemed 
itself grcady about the career of its distinguished civilian ; but 
was just beginning to wake up to the knowledge that Sir 
Humphrey was a personage of distinction in some spheres, 
however little hb ascent to this position had been heeded in 
his native place. Also it was said that he was bringing with 
bim a soldier who had won fame for conspicuous gallantry in 
India, and people were just in the humour to make much of 
soldiers at this juncture. But whilst they were wondering and 
discussing whether tbey sbould make some demonstration of 
welcome for the returning travellers, the Squire intervened, and 
put down his foot with the resolutioo cbatacteristic of the man. 
*' Now, 111 have no tomfoolery here in Qeethorpe," he said, 
when a deputation from the Parish Council waited upon him 
for his opinion and advice. " You can hang out your little 
tags of Bags if you choose for any little returning vilhige 
Tmnmy, who comes strutting home in his khaki, and likes 
that sort of thing. But I won't have a man like Sir Humphrey 
Vanborot^h made a fool of by a vulgar little village ovation. 
Served his country ? Of course he has served his country t 
What else has he been out there all these years for save for 
that 7 It's just because he's served his country so well that 
he would hate and abhor any trumpery little demonstration I 
Bless my soul I I don't know what he'd think had come to 
89 
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lu all I He's been away best part of a quarter of a century. 
When be knew old England, she didn't go into sickly hysterics 
of admiration over every son of hers who'd played the man and 
done his duty. Site expected it of him, and took it as a 
matter of course ! All this sentimental foolery and adulation 
would make a man like Sir Humphrey as sick as it makes me 1 
We were lads together. I know my man. Hell find out soon 
enough that the country is going to the dogs ; we needn't 
flourish the fact ostentatiously in his face the moment he sets 
foot in Qeethorpe. Demonstration— flags — arches t Pah ! 
Don't let me hear another word of such tawdry trumpery : 
respect Sir Humphrey's dignity, if you're got none left of 
your own I" 

So the parish delegates withdrew with their tails between 
their legs, as they had a habit of doing when they went to 
consult Squire Hastings ; and the village school-master, who 
had been conning over the terms of a suitable address to the 
hero of the occasion, threw his papers into the fire with a 
sigh of relief, and Cleethorpe settled down to await events, 
without troubling its head more about the matter, 

"Are you going to be there — at Nun's Bower, I mean — 
Esther, to give them a welcome?" asked Diana, who had 
been somewhat restless and excited since hearing that the 
travellers had actually landed on English soil. Life at 
Cleethorpe, if pleasant and surprisingly congenial to her, was 
becoming just a trifle monotonous to the high-spirited girl, 
who had been used to much variety and much amusement. 
On the whole, she stood the monotony remarkably well ; but 
she was certainly looking forward to the arrival of a new 
element in their Ufc. If Nun's Bower were occupied, surely it 
must make a considerable dlflerence to the lives of the inmates 
of Convent House ; and the sooner that consummation was 
achieved the better she would be pleased. " You see, you are 
such an old friend. He might think it a kindly thing to do; 
and if you do go — please take me. I'm just dying for a little 
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mucolioe locietr 1 Do yon think Sir Hamphrey wiH be a 
man one cu flirt with? Ifi the old onea who fliit most 
channingly when they do it at all. I tell tbem so to their 
faces, and add that, like all other arts, it only reaches perfection 
by long praaice ! " 

Eathor, by this time, was used to Diana's methods of nttle- 
pate talk, and only smiled as she slightly shook her head. 

" No, dear, I shall not go to Nun's Bower to receive him. 
After all, it is his own house, and my presence there might 
seem a slight intnisi<»i, though he would not take it so. Still, 
I woold rather meet him here. I shall, however, leare a 
little note with Mrs. Barchell, to be given to him on his arrival 
asUng him and his friends to dine here in the evening. This 
will be a relief to Mrs. Burchell, who has only got temporary 
village help as yet, and will be a sort of welcome to him from 
Convent House." 

Diana was sadsSed with this compromise; but during the 
next day she spent the greater part of her lime at Nun's Bower, 
decoiadng the rooms with flowers, re-arranging the ornaments 
and draperies in her own fashion, hauling out Irom the chests 
under Mrs. Burchell's care such things as she desired for 
fioishiog toudies, and producing by her handiwork such a 
daring scheme of colour and such gorgeous effects that Mrs. 
Burchell could only clasp her hands in helpless wonder and 
admiration, exclaiming : 

" Deary me I just look I tt do be wonderful queer and 
heathenish. Haybe it'll suit the master. But I'd have bad 
dreams of a night if I lived in rooms like yon I " 

More than mice as Diana pursued her handiwork she was 
haunted by the impression of being watched. Never could 
the locate the unseen watcher. She would swing herself round 
with extreme rapidity, sometimes with an odd conviction that 
som^ody had come in } but never sight or sound of human 
[vesence rewarded her keenest scrutiny. The feeling was an 
uncanny one. She bad beard of it before ; but this was her 
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fiist uqKrience of it ; and coupled with the glimpsea of a 
gliding white-coifed figure ia or near Nan's Bower, lAit came 
definitely to the condnaioa that the bouse waa haunted. 

" I suppose houses can be haooted. One can hardly set 
aside the mass of eridence on the subject, though nts and 
drains and tricks and general funk account for a whole heap of 
the s^ioits of the world. Nobody seems to know anything 
about a ghost here. Perhaps it's only certain kinds of 
creatures who can (eel 'em, and I've got the gift. Shouldn't 
have thought I had it in me. But (me lives and learns. 
Perhaps, when the house is lived in a^in, the phantom will 
take itself offi Sally says she never heard of any ^ost 
bothers anywhere in the pUce^ and Esther says the same. 
Well, I'm not going to be scared by it It won't hurt me. I've 
not got to sleep here, and by daylight who cares for a bit of a 
creep down one's spine? I think, on the wholes I'm rather 
proud that I can creep. I've grown up rather like the Utile 
boy of the Water Babies, who couldn't be frightened, and was 
pining for the experience. I've not been frightened yet; but 
it would be rather entertaining some day if I were." 

Esther came up with her note later <m, and looked round 
smilingly at Diana's effects. She suggested no alterations, and 
as the travellers might shortly be eipected, she only suffered 
the girl to set out the tea equipage to her liking, and pull the 
most comfortable and luxurious chairs into inviting positions, 
and then she drew her away down the long, straight avenue, 
Diana loolung somewhat r^retfuUy back, and saying : 

"Ah, now, it seems almost unkind not to stay and give the 
poor helpless bachelor boys their tea. Say, Esther, how would 
it be for me to dress myself up in a grey nun's garb — I'm sure 
I could work it somehow — and wait upon them in serene and 
ghost-like silence, showing them how charmii^ a real ghost-nuo 
could be?" 

" Well, dear, you ask Sir Humphrey, if he should come 
to-night, how be would have liked that sort of welcome^ I 
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De?er heard before that a gboM mu regarded as a specially 
cheerfal or attractive companion ! " 

"Ah I but that surely depends upon the character of the 
ghost I " returned Diana, laughing. " I most really try my hand 
some day at giving Sir Humphrey a pleasant little surprise I " 

* Wdl, dev, I think Sir Humphrey's nerves will be equal to 
the occasion," returned Esther quietly; "but remember, Di, 
that harm has sometimes been done by ghost-playing which 
was only intended for fun. Don't run any risks of really 
■caring anyone from a lore of mischievous amusement." 

Diana promised laughingly. She was in extra high spirits 
that day. She was coming to the conclusion that pertiaps (for 
a time^ at least) it was more entertaining to interest yoursdf 
really and heartily in a few pet^le, than to mix in a shifting 
throng, where new foces appeared and disappeared in a never- 
ending stream, and there was not time to gel up interest in one 
promising or piquant situation before it was pushed aside for 
another. 

" Fve made ten thousand acquaintances these last years," 
said the giil to herself, as she prepared to dress for dinner, 
** but there has never been time to make friends. I'm going 
to try my hand at that sport next. I'm going to make 
tremendous friends with Sir Humphrey, and perhaps with 
Colonel York, too. But Sir Humphrey comes first. I suppose 
he and Esther will end by making a match of it, and I shall 
aid and abet If my little mother was the innocent means of 
keqnng them apart all these years, there's a fitness of things 
in her daughter bang the one to bring them together at the 
last I'm going to pay the r61e of a little special providence to 
them. Good old providence often wants some assistance 
here below, I take it ; and I've no objection to put my shoulder 
to the wheel of the god in the car. It will be like a novel of 
Jane Austen's, or a page out of Cianford, watching the little 
comedy. Itll be awfully fanny, but I'm going to enjoy every 
Wt of it" 
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A little note had come down from Nun'i Bower not half 
an hour ago, gratefully accepting Estha's invitation. Sir 
Humphrey and the Colonel were coming. The young kinaman 
had not yet arrived. 

" He will be useful later," remarked Diana, when she heard. 
" A boy comes in very handily in a place like this ; but it's 
just as well there ^ould not be too many in the field at first 
Archie will do excellently bx me to flirt with later, whilst the 
other pair do their own billing and cooing." These last 
phrases, however, were not spoken aloud. Somehow, with 
all the freedom of tongue she permitted herself and Esther 
smiled at, Diana had never voitured to teaae her about Sir 
Humphrey. She was scHoetiines surprised at her own 
reticence in this respect It gave hei an unconscious 
respect for her aunt, which was a salutary experience to 
one of her temperament 

Diai» looked rather magnificent as she swept downstairs 
with her toilet comi^ete. National mourning was ended, and 
the giri had robed herself in a cream and amber brocade, cut 
low enough to show the beautiful contours of her neck and 
throat, which rose firom a soft mass of creamy filmy la^ and 
chiffwi. Her arms also were bare — white and round and 
beauttfuUy shaped. Her only ornament was a collar of pearls 
round her throat, and a pair of heavy antique gold bracelets, 
which she often wore, dubbing them her " handcu^" White 
and yellow roses were arranged in a graceful spray amidst the 
soft laces of her bodice, and her shimmering train lay a 
glimmering mass of drapery fu behind her as she moved. 
Her white skin and the wealth of her golden hair all toned 
in and harmonised vrith the rich golden lights and bronze 
shadows of her dress. She was radiant and bewitching — and 
she very well knew it 

" My dear, you are so grand I " exclaimed Esther, between 
remonstrance and admiration, at sight of the apparition. 

Esther, of course, wore her mourning for her bther. Diana 
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bad only prevailed upon her to ligbten it b; some aofteoing 
touches of white crape and chifibo. She had insisted upon 
doing Esther's hair in her own skilful and graceful bshion, and 
now, with a little &wh in her cheeks, a soft light in her liquid 
brown eyes, and the pure white roses at ber throat, Esther 
Lynoe's gentle and gracious cbarm was by no means eclipsed 
by the more daring and dashing beauty of the girl at her side. 
Diana led ber to a mirror, and stood looking over ber head, as 
she said: 

" It reminds me of the old picture that used to hang up at 
home — I dont know where it came from, tt was called 
' Modesty and Vanity ' ; and I used to sit gazing at it for 
hours, wondering which was which. Modesty had so much 
more to be vain of than vanity I " 

" You are a sad flatterer, Di," spoke Esther, moving away ; 
" but yon shall wear your pretty frocks when you wish, and I 
will not scold. We can only be young once." 

" Some people can be young always," answered Diana, with 
a sudden note of gravity in her voice ; " but tbey have to leant 
the secret first, and thaf s a large order I " 

A few minutes later, and the visitors were being ushered into 
the room ; two tall, bronzed men— one of them somewhat 
haggard and with a halt in his gait, which rendered him 
dependent upon his stick even in the house— men with that 
indescribable air of distinction which defies analyns, yet makes 
itself felt as a power from the first moment of introduction, 
and causes mere Aesb-and-blood physical beauty to take quite 
a secondary place. 

If Diana had expected anything very dramatic or telling 
m this meeting, she was destined to disappointment Sir 
Humphrey Vanborough was a man of the world, who had 
been through the mill of life, and Esther bad learned self- 
mastery in a school of which the brilliant girl beside her 
knew nothing. A vivid smile, the firm, close grip of a lean 
brown hand, a few genial, cordial, grateful words— and the 
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thing wu orer. Sir Humidirey was [vesendng his friend to 
their hostess, and then his glance moved and fixed itself 
upon Diana. 

"We ought not be strangers, my dear," he said, before 
Either had finished settling Colonel York in an easy-chair. 
" Your mother and I osed to play together as children. Do 
you know how like her you are ? I was pleased to hear from 
young Hastings the other day that Arabella's daughter had 
come to lire at Convent House. I am glad that you are not 
left alone, Esther— I mean, Miss Ljmne." 

He turned to her now with another of those smiles that 
always ertAed an answering glow in the eyes which met 
it, and she replied gently : 

" Must it be K^ Sir Humphrey 7 Or are we not old enough 
to be comrades still ? " 

" With all my heart," he answered, as he held out his hand 
once moce and gripped hers cIos& " I begin to feel I am at 
home agun. There is one person who has not chained — 
Esther Lynne." 

"Not changed — only grown old," she answered gently. 

At that moment dinner was announced, and Sir Humphrey 
gave his arm to their hostess, whilst IHana accommodated her 
free steps to the slow movements of the Colonel, chatting so 
gaily to him the while that the slowness of the transit was 
quite covered. 

"She is a dear girl," spoke Esther softly to her companion, 
as they sauntered after them. " It has brought the sunshine 
back to Convent House. She is like her mother, but with a 
great deal of her father's strength of will and vehemence of 
purpose. She has had a curious upbringing. It would have 
spoilt many natures, but it has not spoilt hers. I think she 
will make a fine woman, and a good one." 

At dinner-time talk was general, and Diana certainly led it. 
She was in her gayest mood. She felt that both these silent 
men rq^rded her with bvour and admiration. She was in 
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ber element, as she called it, ia mascaline society. Hei daring 
and racy speeches entertained her listeners. She had travelled 
and observed enough to be interesting in her own talk, and to 
ask intelligent and pertinent questions of others. She pleaded 
guilty to the accusation brought against ber of having decorated 
Nun's Bower for the arrival of its master, and received the 
thanks of the latter vrith ber customary vivacity. 

" I hoped you would think it Mrs. BurcheU's taite ! Poor 
old thing, how she did stare ! I begged her to let me array 
her for this occasion in flowing Oriental robes and a turban. 
YoQ should have seen the good soul's face ! But really, she 
would have looked a very imposing figure I " 

In the drawing-room afterwards, conversation still flowed 
freely and gaily. The windows stood open to the soft, warm 
air ; lingering daylight was mingling with the silver radiance 
from the fiill moon. Sir Humphrey and Esther were lost in 
earnest talk about old days. Their bees were very happy and 
very content 

Diana at>d the soldier passed a pleasant time together over 
reminiscences of people and places both had known — for both 
had travelled; till the girl, detecting signs of weariness upon 
her companion's foce, moved across the room and stood beside 
thepiana 

"Sing to OS, dear," said Esther. "Humphrey, you 
remember AnbeUa'i voice ? Diana has it again — only more 
so. She will sing to us, I know. It will be tike old times to 
hear her," and she smiled as the girl took her seat at the 



Diana gave one look around her, struck a few chords, and 
b^an to ling. There was a gay trilling lilt in the joyous 
young voice, so round, so full, so true, that held the listeners 
spell- bound : 



' ' Vnien all the world b young, bd, 
And *U the tre«i ue £te?ii, 
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And evei7 goow ■ iwan, lad. 

And CTeiy lui a qaeen ; 
Then hejr fot boot *nd hone, bd. 

And round th« world t,mf ; 
Young blood mint bive its conne, lid. 

And emy dog bii day.' " 

The strong fingers upon the keys improvised a fev telling 
and triumpbant chords. Then in a fashion which showed the 
performer to be no mean musician, the character of the music 
changed. She was improvising now, and a strange tender 
melancholy seemed to float around them, piercing and in- 
sistent. Then she began to sii^ once more. Was it a touch 
of true dramatic art, or was it some capacity for sympathy — 
some comprehension of the underlying pathos of life, which 
brought that thrilling, haunting cadence into her wonderfiil 
voice? — 

" ' Wben all the world ii old, lad. 

And tU the Irea are brown ; 

And all the ipoci U itale, lad. 

And all ihe wheels run down ; 
Creep home, and take your place there, 

The ipent and maimed aioong : 

God grant yoa £i>d one face there. 

You lored when all was jroung." 

There was a deep hush through the room. Diana would 
not look round. She had a feeling that Sir Humphrey had 
risen, and that his hand was resting upon the back of Esther's 
chair. She knew without any telling that one pair of soft 
brown eyes was full of tears. Her fingers continued to stray 
softly over the keys. She was smiling to herself. Were they 
really half to love still, these two who bad certainly been 
almost lovers once 7 She was interested in the situation. It 
had an old-world flavour about it which appealed to one side 
of her nature. One self was touched by it ; the other found 
it just a shade comic I Love at that age ! — it seemed even 
a trifle incongruous. But it was rather pretty to watch the 



Zbe HQUn&ecer's iRetum 99 

little flutter in Eithei's quiet self-possession, and there was 
something distinct!; fascinftting and captivating in Sir 
Humphrey's old-dme courtesy and chivalry. Ob, yes, she 
very wdl liked watching it all. It made quite a little mild 
excitement in life. And if she could aid and abet the 
consummation by any small artifices of her own — so much 
the better. 

A hand was laid upon her shoulder. Sir Humphrey's voice 
spoke over her head. There was a little thrill in bis tones, of 
which she was distinctly conscious. 

" Child, where did you learn to sing like that i " 

She turned herself round upon her stool, and looked up at 
bim, with arch laughter in ber eyes. 

" I was taught by my master — he was one of the old school, 
you must know — never to think about myself when I was 
singing, but to throw myself into the spirit of my song, and learn 
bow to sing by watching the drama of life as it would unfold 
itself before me. Have I learned my lesson well, Sir Knight ? " 
and she rose as she spoke, and swept him a magniticent curtsey, 
after which she crossed over to Esther, laid a caressing hand 
for a moment upon her hair, and said : 

" It is such a lovely moonlight night — I am going for one 
little prowl round the cloister. You can have a chat tc^ther 
till I come back. I shan't be long." 

She gave one quick glance at Colonel York, as much as to 
invite him to accompany her, bu^ truth to tell, the soldier was 
too tired to move, though be feared bis presence might be 
somewhat de tref. So Diana passed out of the window alone^ 
shrugging her ^apely shoulders with a whimsical gesture as 
she said to herself: 

" I fear our wounded hero is just a trifle dense I " 
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CHAPTER X 

<HJ> ntlKHDS AND NEW 

Diana wu walking between the Squire and Sir Humphrey 
Vanborough. It was Sunday afternoon, and the Squire bad 
walked over to renew acquaintance with his old friend, who 
had arrived the previous day, and who had appeared at church 
in the old Vanborougb pew that morning ; but bad been so 
besieged by the humbler sort of folk at the close of the service, 
that his quondam companion had contented himself with just 
a handshake, and the promise to " look him up " later in the 
day. 

It bad been a great delight to Sir Humphrey to find himself 
remembered by so many of the old folks. The rising genera- 
tion, and even the middle-aged men were strangers to him ; 
but the old people he knew by name, and they could exchange 
reminiscences with him, which showed how well his boyhood was 
remembered both by himself and others. There were many 
gaps, to be sure, amongst the once familiar hces ; but some of 
these gaps were accounted for by infirmity or illness; and Sir 
Humphrey bad already made many promises of paying visits 
to cottages round the neighbourhood, where there were old 
men and women who remembered him yet, and would be 
" main glad " for a sight of him again. 

" The Squire did you out of your ' reception,' " spoke Diana, 
with laughing eyes ; " but you've had a better one to^y. 
Flummery and tall talk is all very well in its way ; but it's a 
bit too cheap in these days. I'm not so hopelessly modem 
myself but what I can appreciate the difference ! " 
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Then the Squiie laughed, and told his old friend of the 
depoudon that had waited on him, and how he had amt it 
ftway with a flea in its ear. Sir Humphrey laughed, too, in 
bis genial way. 

" I will let them know that I heard of their kind intentions, 
and appreciate theii goodwill But I'm glad you stopped any 
demonstration, Hastings. Yon were quite right Ovations 
are suitable for national heroes, when the heart of the 
nation is stirred, and people feel they must show them 
recognitioa But one does not like too much of it. It 
cheapens the d^ty of serrice. It goes against the grain of 
the EngUsb nature — unless that nature has changed tiiKe I 
was over here last, which I am loath to believe." 

" It's like this," spoke the Squire, with energy. " The nation 
is still sound at the core— sound when it is really stirred. 
Look how it rose to the occasion in that dark time we went 
through eighteen months ago t Look how our fellows are 
behaving in South Africa now I One is proud of them — yes, 
proud of them, sir, and the way they uphold the honour and 
humanity and dignity of the old country I I tell you I have 
heard things of them which have brought tears to my old eyes. 
My wife has a friend out there among the nurses. The other 
day she told us that when the lads in hospital got wind of all 
the lies the foreign press diculated about the atrocities and 
brutalities of the British soldier, the only thing about it which 
troubled them was lest the Queen (God rest her I) should 
believe iL * For it 'ud break her heart,' they said, ' if she 
thought her boys could behave like that And it 'ud fair 
break ours that she should think it of ns t ' That was all they 
thought of. Quite indifferent to what a scurrilous press might 
say, if only the Mother-Queen knew it to be false. I tell you, 
Vanlxmnigh, it's things like that which warm my old heart, 
and bring me comfott yet For when one looks about us at 
what goes on beneath our eyes, I tell you, ooe'i soul too often 
sickens within one I " 
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" Ah, I am sorry, I am sorry," answered Sir Humphny; "I 
bare feued it in measure. Oae sees the change creating all 
over the world ; but I am loath to believe it is all retrogression. 
In an age of philanthropy — " 

1 he word acted something as a red rag on a bulL The 
Squire brought his stick sharply down upon the ground. 

"I tell you, Vanborough, it's this ^lanthropy and tom- 
foolery that is the ruin of the country. It's been at the 
bottom of the so-called education, which has had thirty years 
in which to thrive and batten, and has at the end pretty 
well ruined the industrial classes, and quite ruined the servant 
class and the agricultural labourer. Our old idea — when we 
didn't prate of philanthropy — was to &t men and women to 
do their duty in that state of life to which it had pleased God 
to call them. Kow the aim and object seems to be to unfit 
them for that and to fit them for no other. Go where you 
will, aslc any master man you like — carpenter, blacksmith, 
carriage-builder, shopkeeper even, and they will all tell you 
the same tale. Where to turn for men who will uke the 
trouble to learn their trade and give good work for good 
money they do not know I The setf-respecting workman who 
takes pride in his work is becoming as extinct as the doda 
It's just one game of scamp and scuttle — a full day's wage for 
eight hours of lounging and chattering, with the minimum of 
work accomplished that the patience or the purse of the 
master can stand. It makes one's heart ache and one's blood 
boil to watch the example the men of the present day are 
setting to the rising generation ; and the rising generation are 
copying them only too closely I " 

The Squire was mounted on his hobby-horse now, and Sir 
Humphrey looked into Diana's eyes and returned her smile. 
It brought old times back to hear the deep voice booming 
away. Old Squire Hastings used to grow heated over the 
abuses of his times, and his son was not behind him either in 
choler or in power of expression. 
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" I tell you, VanbtHOugh it makes me fair sick sometimes lo 
■ee how the boys hegfo to go on I Do you remember when 
we were lads together, and wanted our games— cricket, football, 
what not? We used to ttamp off with our bats over our 
shoulders, and walk miles if need be to practice or match. 
But these delicate young jackanapes in the village, oh, bless 
you ! they can't walk t Tbey must have a brake and pair of 
horses to take tbem to their matches. And youll see these 
brakes standing outside every public-house along the road, 
whilst the young louts are drinking and playing cards inside I " 
" Is that really so ? " asked Sir Humphrey, taken aback. 
" It is round here; I hope to goodness it is not everywhere 
the same ; but why should Cleethorpe be worse than other 
places ? I tell you, Vanborough, I've seen such play when 
these matches have been on, as would have disgraced little Uds 
of ten and twelve in our times. Sometimes quite an appreci* 
able number of the men are slightly the worse for drink. At 
football it is worse. I tell you, that last Good Friday—of all 
days in the year — a football match was arranged, unknown to 
me, and in a field not far from the church, of all places. We 
were disturbed by the noise at the three-hour service, and 
when I went out afterwards to see what was going on, I 
declare that, so far as I could tell, more than half the persons 
assembled were the worse for liquor ! Well, I brought that 
match to an end in double quick time, I tell you I " 

" I should hope so," said Sir Humphrey gravely. " I am 
very sorry to hear all this. One likes to be proud of the lads, 
and encourage them in their sports. In old days we used all 
to i^y together on the big green on the top of Clee Rise — " 

"Oh, yes, I know, I know. But would you believe it, 
Vanborough, I had a deputation not long since from this 
blessed Parish Council, to tell me that they wanted a village 
lecreation-ground nearer at band, if you please. The boys 
found it too far to walk tbree^iuarters of a mile to their 
playground I They wanted one at their very doors, and what 
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did I thiak of giving up the meadow by Clee Mill for the 
purpose ? They bad come to consult me about the scheme, 
and ask mj opinion. Well, I gave them my o^Hnioo straight ! 
They have not been in any mighty huiiy to hear it again ! " 

Diana's eyes were brimming with laughter. 

" Isn't he delightful ? " she asked, so/to voce. " I do wish I 
could be there to hear when these scenes take place." 

" But surely there must be some of the old sort left," 
pleaded Sir Humphrey, divided between amusement at the 
Squire's vehemence and r^ret at the state of things disclosed 
by these revelations. 

" Why, yes, to be sure there are," spoke the Squire, his brow 
clearing a little ; " we have a certain number of the old yeoman 
farmers left, thank goodness, and the sturdy, staunch fellows 
who feel as much di^iusted as I do with this rotten, effeminate 
nonsense. But the worst of it is that if s the men from the 
lower stratum, pushing up, who lead the van nowadays. They 
push themselves upon these detestable little iocal boards 
and councils. And then they pander to the pe<^le for their 
votes, always pUnniog some new tomfoolery to keep the 
riff-raff in good humour. It's in the municipalities that you see 
the full glory and beauty of our present-day organisation and 
local government But it's quite bad enough here, I can tell 
you." 

They were walking all over fomiUar ground now. Diana 
had volunteered to show Sir Humphrey round the garden, 
and take him to meet the Squire, who bad promised to walk 
over from the Hall. This they had accomplished, but the old 
friends would not let Diana go, as she suggested. Her bright 
companionship was pleasant to them both, and she walked 
between them, amused by their flood of reminiscences, and 
especially by the Squire's diatribes agunst new-fangled men 
and manners. 

She was a notable figure in her long, strught white diess 
and wide black hat She looked almost as tall as her 
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companions, though both men were just orer six foot She 
wanted to make Sir Humphrey tell her about himself but 
somehow it aJwajrs ended in his Idling about somebody else ; 
and when he and the Squire got upon old days and old 
timei, she was fain to listen in silence, for she found it more 
interesting than she could have guessed. 

" He is awluUy (ascinatiag, though I can't tell why," the said 
to berself more than once. " I can't think bow it was Esther 
let him slip through her fingen as she did. Duty I — ^well, I 
should sty a man like that took rank before tbe kind of fretful 
old valetudinarian my grandfatber by all accounts must have 
been. AAer the first wrench, a well trained nunservant would 
hare done every bit as well for him. Oh, these good pec^e 
with their enthusiasm for self-sacrifice, what a hash they do 
make of their own and other's lives t Well, thank goodness, 
I'm not made like that I mean to have my good time in 
my own way, and Sir Humphrey Vanborough may be quite 
a factor in the game." 

For Diana felt distinct pleasure in the very evident 
admiration she had awaJwned in her new friend's mind, and 
responded to bb fatherly and chivalrous overtures with a 
pretty arch playfulness and eagerness that made a link 
between tbem at once. 

Meantime whilst frtendsbips between old friends and new 
were being prosecuted out of doors, Esther Lynne was growing 
to know something more of the silent soldier, who had 
accompanied Sir Humphrey down the long yew walk early in 
the afternoon, and had been persuaded by the miiiress of 
Convent House to rest awhile in tbe cool cloistered walk 
before retracing bis steps borne again. 

Since Diana's advent, tbe cloister had become somewhat 
transformed ; basket chairs and lounges, with abundance <tf 
striped blankets and soft cnshions, invited, as it were, to 
leisurely idleness under that pleasant shelter. Persian rugs 
made patches of warm colour upon the stone tilmg, and 
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little light tables, with booki, work, or at certain hours of the 
day the tea equipage, stood haudily about, showing that this 
covered cloister, part in sun and part in shade, was a F^;ular 
place of resort with the Udies of the house. 

York had found it very pleasant sitting there in the shade 
with Esther Lynne for his companion. They had had a 
Rood deal of talk already, and Esther's face was bright with 
interest as she turned it full upon him. 

" I am so glad about it — so glad that little Stdla will have 
a friend and kinsman and adviser rather spedally her own. 
With her temperament, I almost think that somebody coming 
fresh into her life may be able to help her more than we can 
do. You know what I mean ? We have known Stella since 
she was a tiny mite. Perhaps she thinks we do not always 
take her quite seriously enough. She has grown up too much 
in one groove ; but naturally she would not think that I had 
any call to say that. It would be the pot calling the kettle 
bUckl" 

" You think Stella wants help, Miss Lynne ? Tell me, in 
what way could I possibly serve her — a helpless, broken-down 
fellow like myself? " 

Esther eyed him earnestly, studying bis worn face with her 
serenely gentle gaze. A smile hovered about her lips. 

" Perhaps your very helplessness may be your greatest help," 
she said sofdy. "You have had experience of that very thing 
which so appeals to Stella — you have sacrificed your all at the 
alur of duty — ^just as she longs herself to do." 

The soldier looked earnestly at her, as though he would ask 
more. Her meaning was not yet clear to him. 

"She is such a dear, good litlle girl," spoke Esther tenderly. 
" She means so well ; she has such almost stem ideals of right 
and wrong. Not for a moment would one wish to lower these 
— to seek to make her palter with her own conscience. But 
yet, like all the rest of us, she makes mistakes. Her mistake 
is that she confuses the means with the end." 
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" I do not think I quite follow yoo." 

" You will understand better when yon get to know StelliL 
Her admiration goes ont in on immensely earnest way towards 
those persons in the world's history — from our Lord down- 
wards—who have sacriliced their all-— laid down their lives, 
perhaps— given up all they held most dear, to do some great 
work to which they (ielt a call. By just a little not unnatural 
twist she has come to confuse, as I say, the means with the 
end She thinks that it is the best and highest thing she can 
do to sacrifice such things in hei own life as seem to her most 
attractive, without always considering whether this sacrifice is 
any real step towards the goal she is seeking to reach. You 
will understand better as you come to know her. The trouble 
is that young people have so often laughed at and teased her 
about her devotion to duty, that she has grown sensitive about 
it, and will very quickly draw into her shell when the subject 
is brought up. Naturally, yon understand, the little grain 
of obstinacy which we all of us have in our composition has 
been aroused in her in defence of her theories. She does not 
very readily talk about them now — in the sense of discussing 
them ; hut she hugs them all the harder for that, and I think 
is sometimes in danger of making mistakes which she may feel 
sorrowfully when it is too late." 

The soldier sat looking straight before him. In his deep* 
set, hollow eyes the spark of the old fire smouldered sdlL 
Give him something to fight for, something to attain, and he 
was his own man again t It was the sense of nselessness and 
superfluity which bad been his haunting trouble all along, since 
he had faced the prospect of a crippled life. Let him find 
something to do, someone whom he might help, and he asked 
nothing more. 

" I am very grateful to you for what you have told me. Miss 
Lynne," he said, after a long pause. "Stella's mother was 
dearer to me than any other human being in the wortd ; for 
my parents I scarcely remember. Her gentleness and kindness 
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made the sunshine of my childhood. If I c&n in turn do 
anything for her daughter, howevei small the Mirice may be, 
it will make a happy man of me." 

It was not long after this that the pedestrians returned, 
bringing the Squire back with them. Diana had been certain 
that Colonel York would still be at Convent House, and bad 
TOwed that they mnst both come back to tea. 

" Nobody's tea is quite like Esther's, is it now, Squire ? I 
should think even you remembered that. Sir Humphrey I I 
never cottoned much to tea till I got to Convent House. It's 
a liberal education to see how Esther manages the tea-table. 
There's an old-world grace and charm about her then which I 
watch with unfailing delight every day. I suppose I ought to 
take the task off her bands, but I'm not going to. It's the 
rising generation that expects to be waited on now, youll find. 
The aunts and mothers do everything^ and the daughters and 
nieces look on and admire." 

"You remind me of the tale I heard about the elderly 
gentleman who had never tasted the wing of a chicken. 
' When I was young,' he explained, ' the elders had the wings 
and we youngsters the 1^ ; but now the young ones have the 
wings and we old ones the legs; so, as it bi4>pens, I've iKver 
tasted the wing.' " 

" That's about it," laughed Diana gaily ; " that's the way 
the world wags now. I wonder whether there will be any 
turn of the tide. A little chap of five — spoiled to the top of 
lus bent, but a charming Uttle fellow all the same — told me 
the other day that be was going to bring up bis children with 
the greatest severity. And he meant it, too^ you bet, the 
little beggar 1 " 

And then they reached the old-world garden and its quaint 
cloistered enclosure, where already Esther's white hands were 
moving amongst the tea-cups, and the silver kettle was hissing 
and spluttering watched over by the soldier, who looked 
brighter than Diana had seen him as yet 
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** We^Te had the most improring time I " cried the girl, as 
she flung hendf down witb her rapid, graceful abandonment 
into the easiest of the padded chairs. " My sakes (as the 
dear old darkies used to say), won't some folks' ears be burning 
still in and about Qeethorpe I Tbe Squire's just been letting 
&y all round, Esther, and I've had a real good time. Squire, 
you really ought to have waited for mc I You're so awfully 
fetching — the boys are out of it with you I We'd have had 
a lively time of it, you and I together, I guess. For I can 
ramp and rage about some ! I declare we'd make most pUces 
hum a bit if we started fair tc^ether 1 " 

When Diana spoke her most daring slang tbe invariably 
assumed tbe soft, gentle drawl of the Virginian, which gave 
a piquancy to her speech quite impossible adequately to 
convey. She would ^so put on a most inimitable drollery 
and innoceitce of expression, which contrasted so humorously 
with her words as to convulse her hearers with mirth. 
She bad no diffidence about making herself the centre of 
observation, or assuming the leading rtle. As she took her 
cup from tbe Squire's hand, she looked up archly at bim from 
beneath the golden fringe of her brows. 

" Young men have their points, of course ; but they've so 
many things to leam that they make one tired. I find it an 
improving thing to ask them a riddle; ' Which would you 
prefer, to be a greater fool than you look, or to look a greater 
fool than you are ? ' It don't matter which they choose ; you 
just look them up and down, and you say, 'I guess that's 
impossible, though.' You generally find that settles him for a 
spell. If it doesn't — well, then, he's got some ^nink in him; 
and I can stand a man with spunk, even if he is a bit of a 
fool!" 

"My dear Dit"* spoke Esther gently, fearing lest Sir 
Humphrey might be overwhelmed by this modem specimen 
of girlhood. 

" No, dont begin to apol<^;;ise for me, Esther. I'm made 
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so, and I cant help it. Don't be like the Manchester 
millionaire's daughter who so sveetly besought, *Yon must 
excuse my mothei, she's rather vulgar 1 ' " 

So nana rattled away, and they sat and looked at her, and 
laughed. Very charming she looked, too— all white and 
gold — even to the yellow gleams in her bright eyes, which 
pleasurable excitement — not anger this time — had brought 
there. 

She was in her element, and Esthw enjoyed her little 
triumph perhaps more than the girl enjoyed it herself. It 
was so good to have young life about her again. All sense of 
haunting sadness was banished in the presence of this gay 
young CTcature. Sir Humphrey's kindly &ce beamed upon 
her, and now and again he turned his glance upon Esther 
with sympathetic amusement. When the guests left, and 
Esther had gone back to the house, Diana still lay back in 
her chair, with her arms crossed behind her head. 

" I don't want to cut old Esther out," she was thinking to 
herself in a sort of mischievous, idle reverie, "but certainly 
Sir Humphrey Vanborough is a very attractive man ! " 
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CHAPTER XI 

STBLU'S KINSMAN 

"Did you come into my room last night?" aslced Sir 
Humphrey, as the two men sat at breakfast together. 

"I? No. I nerer left my bed. I was much too 
comfortable, I assure you." 

" I thought it couldn't be you. I suppose it was a gust of 
wind. I was half awake and half asleep some time in the 
n^ht, and the window was open, and the moonlight was 
bright enough to show up the outlines of everything pretty 
clearly. I saw the door move and begin to open slowly, and I 
called out to know if anything was wrong. I wasn't quite 
awake, but had a notion you might be wanting something, or 
had sent your man to me. Then the door went-to again just 
as softly as it had opened. By that time I was quite awake, 
and jumped up and looked out ; but there was nothing to be 
seen, and I know you'd have answered when I spoke — " 

"And not got away so bst," smiled York. "No, I do not 
think I am addicted to nocturnal ramblings, either awake or 
asleep. I should think, as you say, it must have been a puff 
of wind." 

" Most probably. Perhaps the catch of the door works 
oddly. I can turn the key another night," and with that the 
subject dropped, and was speedily forgotten. 

Sir Humphrey meant to make a tour of the place this 

morning, and look up sundry old friends amongst the rustic 

population, with whom be bad a common past to discuss. He 

was surprised how clearly and insistently his own boyhood 

III 

UigilizKl,, Google 



Ill Vbe Wece of estber Xsnne 

was coming back to bim, now that he found himself in his 
old-time borne. On his brief visits to hit father he bad not 
fett this nearl]' 60 strongly. His mind had been more or less 
engrossed still with the problems which beset him in the 
far-off land where he was building up a reputation such as 
it is only given to a few to attain. Then he had been a mere 
bird of passage. Now he bad " come home." 

He had not troubled his head as yet as to whether he 
intended permanently to reside at Nun's Bower, or whether be 
would have a house in town, or at least chambers or a flat, and 
keep more in touch with the worid of politics and (tf action, 
which had been his sphere for so long. But of one thing he 
was certain. He would always retain his footing in Clee- 
thoipe. He would never sell or let his own quaint Uttie place 
there. Whether he resided there much or little, he would 
retain his rights upon it, and make it his home whenever it 
pleased him to do so. He bad no present intention, however, 
of setting up a regular esublisbment With York's well- 
trained soldier-servant to act as butler, and the help Mrs. 
Burcbell had got in from the village, he intended for the 
present to rub along. He rather liked the feeling of " camping 
out," as he called it, after the formaUty he had been used to in 
India. He would have to see shortly what must be done in 
the matter of horse-flesh, and perhaps a groom would have to 
be engaged before long. But he was not in any immediate 
hurry even on that score. If walking were rather a novel 
experience to the " three-tailed bashaw," as Archie irreverently 
dubbed his kinsman, it was not a disagreeable one. 

The weather was delicious, the sun shone brilliandy, 
tempered by the cool breezes of the scent-laden spring-tide. 
The intense verdure of the flelds, the glories of the woodlands, 
bursting into leaf, the wealth of flowers in garden and hedge- 
row, and the ecstatic caroUing of the birds, all served to make 
this home-coming a season of gladness and content ; and there 
was so much to see and observe every time he stirred 
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outside, that Sir Humphrey was well content to go afoot, and 
take it all in, bit by bit, with loving eyes and a grateful heart. 
" I am going to look up the Sinclair! to-day," said York. 
" Do you think I may presume so fu upon my connection to 
make a morning call ? I want to see little Stella, -and I could 
not get to church yesterday morning." 

"No; and I'm not sure that you're up to the walk to-day, 
either. It's only half a mile by the field path, but — " 

" Oh, I can do that all right enough to-day. It was the 
shaking in the train that jacked me up a bit These two quiet 
nights have set me up again. I'll take my time ; I want to 
look about me as I go. You don't think they'll regard it as 
an intrusion?" 

For York was a man of singularly retiring nature, and 
found it difficult to realise that his visit could be regarded 
in the tight of a compliment or distinction. 

" Not a bit of it, I'll answer for that. Yes, I would certainly 
go. Monday is always a parson's holiday, if he ever gets one ; 
and they'll be extremely glad, I am sure, to claim kinship 
with you. They do not know anything about it yet, so it will 
come as an agreeable surprise." 

That morning walk was a pleasant experience for the 
soldier. Sir Humphrey accompanied him part of the way to 
put bim in the right road. But soon be became aware that 
York was trying to accelerate bis slow pace on bis account, so 
he nodded him farewell, and swung off in another direction, 
leaving the other to his own leisurely progress, which, after 
several halts and rests to look about him and enjoy the dear, 
sweet freshness of the May momiit^ brought him to the Rectory 
gate, just as Mr. Sinclair was sallying forth. It took but a 
very short time to establish cordial relations between the 
gentle, dreamy clergyman and the soldier, whose name he 
knew well 

"Yet I never connected the names," he avowed. "Of 
course I remember how Stella used to tell me of Donald 

H 
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York, her cousia and playmate. But when I heard of Colonel 
York's letum with Sii Humphrey, I aever put two and two 
together. My wife will be so interested in yonc stoiy. Will 
you let me take you to her, as I have a sick parishioner to 
visit ? And there is Stella, too. Edna will know where she 
is to be found. My little right hand, my curate, as I call her 
sometimes. She is like her mother in very many ways, though 
with an individuality all her own, too. Sometimes I think she 
b disposed almost to overdo herself dear child ; her energy 
and unselfishness ate boundless. But I must not praise my 
own daughter too much. You shall judge for yourself when 
you know her." 

York was led into the pleasant drawing-room, where, in the 
bay window, Mrs. Sinclair's couch stood, and she was giving 
the three children a little simple lessoiL 

At sight of the visitor all the three held back for a moment, 
and then the youngest boy strode boldly forward, staring up at 
the intruder, and asking : 

"Is you Sir Tiger?" 

York looked down, his eyes brimming with amusement at 
the sturdy little chap, whose twin-sister now made a rush 
towards him, shouting at the top of her baby voice : 

" Sir Tiger— Sir Tiger— tell us tiger stories ! " 

" Hush, bush, children," spoke the mother, half rising from 
her couch, and holding out her hand. "Pray excuse my 
spoilt babies. Colonel York," she said. "They have been 
so excited about Sir Humphrey's return. Sally Hastings has 
told them of the tiger stories be used to tell her when she 
was little, and they will peimst in calling Sir Humphrey Sir 
Tiger I " 

York, it seemed, was no mean hand in the telling of tiger 
stories. Whilst Mr. Sinchur explained in a low voice to the 
mother what Colonel York's connection had been with his first 
wife's family, the children, dustered round the soldier, were 
listening, wide-eyed and breathless, to a series of briefly 
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entrancing namtives ; and when at last dismisied by their 
mother, they went off shouting luttily : 

"You're Sir Tiger — you're Sir Tiger; and Sir Humphiey 
can just be himself I " 

The ice was now happily bnAen, and Edna'i gentle sweet- 
ness and ease of manner smoothed the way for a pleasant 
sense of easily established Iriendship. She was glad to hear 
about Stella's mother, whose memory the girl cherished very 
tenderly. 

" She is the dearest daughter-sister to me. I scarcely know 
which to call it. I was a grown-up pailour-boarder at the 
school Stella attended fw a few years. We loved each other 
from the first. But you know it is not every girl who would 
have continued to give her love to the woman her father bad 
married I was almost afraid myself what might be the end 
of it. But Stella's sweetness and goodness have iwver changed 
or wavered She is the dearest of companions still, and is 
like a second mother to the babies. I don't know what I 
should do without her — or her &ther either. How interested 
she will be to hear about you I I wonder whether she is at 
home She spends much of her time in a big room of her 
own that was once a barn, and was fitted up by Gervase 
for her. If you will let me, I will ring the bell and send. I 
would like her to see yon before you go." 

" May I go and see her myself in this place ? " asked York, 
who Celt as though he would Uke to introduce himself to 
Stella's daughter (as she was still to him) in his own way. " I 
roust not tire you too long, Mrs. Sinclair; but I should like to 
see Stella before I ga" 

Edna was not lacking in tact or sympathy, 

" Ah, yes, perhaps that will be best. Go, by all means. If 
you step out of that window, and follow the winding puh there 
round to the back of the house, you will see the big room 
bdiind a great dunp of laurels. There used to be a sort of 
fannyard behind ; but it has been turned into shrubbery and 
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wilderaesi gitden. If StelU ii not there, she must be out ; 
but I believe ahe intended to make up tbe Sunday-school 
registers Toi the month this morning. Sbe often does that on 
Mondays," 

So Ywk took bis way as directed, and quickly saw that he was 
to be rewarded ; for almost as toon as he sighted the big 
building, with its door standing wide open to the q>ring 
sunshine, a girlish figure in soft grey garb presented itself 
suddenly in the doorway, and a pair of questioning hazel 
eyes were raised to his, with an ex{H«8sion which suddenly 
caused one word to spring from his lips. 
"StelU I" 

A startled glance came into the soft eyes. And the soldier 
advanced with a kindly smile. 

" My dear," he said softly, " do you know bow like you are 
to your mother ? " 

Her bee kindled irutantly. 

" Did you know my mother ? " she questioned breathlessly, 
and then a gleam of recognitioD lighted her face ; she held 
out her hands, exdaitning " You are Uncle Don 1 " 

He took her hands and drew her up to him, stooping to 
imprint a kiss upon her forehead. 
" Did she teach you to call me that ? " 
"I think I Uugbt myself," answered Stella, aglow with 
eagerness and pleasure. " There was a photograph of a boy 
— a very young soldier in uniform. I used to like to look at 
it. Mother called it Cousin Donald ; but I used to call it 
Uncle Don." 

** That is the better name, little Stella. Let me go on being 
Uncle Don. Your mother was the only sister I ever had. 
I should like her daughter to call me uncle." 

Then she led him into her big room, and made him 
comfortable in the easy wicker chair beside the open window, 
where the banksia rose peeped in and the mootana clematis 
framed it in a tangle of starry whiteness, 
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" Tell me about mother, Uncle Don, for there are so few 
here who knew her. She died so soon after we got here— four 
or fire yeart — when I was twelve. Nobody knew her when 
she was little. Tell me eveiything you remember. There has 
never been anybody to do that — not even father." 

So York lay back in his chajr, with the child of his 
boyhood's drc»ma at his feet, and talked to her awhile of 
the mother she bad lost And loi^ before the story ended 
all sense of strangeness had melted between them, and when 
Stella asked him of himself, the soldier answered hei questions 
more fully and freely than be was wont to; for the tie of 
kinship had asserted itself, and to him it was very sweet 

" I wish you would come here and let me take care of yon," 
she said, lifting the hazel eyes, whose glance thrilled him 
strangely, and laying her soft fingers upon his thin, brown 
hands ; " I am a good nurse, and I understand sick people. 
I should like to take care of you. Uncle Don. You look 
dreadfiilly as though you wanted nursing up and being cared 
for." 

" I am quite past that stage, I am glad to say," answered 
York, smiling. " I do not suppose I shall ever be much 
sounder than I am now ; so you must make up your mind to 
a battered specimea of an UDcle — not at all a show-figure to 
be proud of. But I don't need any more looking after than 
my faithful Tommy Atkins gives me; and for the present I am 
to remain Sir Humphrey's guest We understand each other's 
ways by this time, and two old bachelors man^e to shake 
down very comfortably together. He has been more good to 
me, Stella, than ever I can make you understand. But for 
him, I dont think you'd ever have seen your Uncle Don in the 
flesh. If he likes to have me share his quarters for a bit, I 
should not wish to make difliuent arrangements." 

" No, of course not I quite understand ; but you know 
there always would be a place here for you ; and I would tee 
that you were taken care of;" 
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" I am sure you would, my dear. But, by all I hear, you 
hare your hands full enough without any other hurden added. 
Now, tell me about yoonelf, Stella. I want to know all about 
yon and the world you live in and the things you do. Every- 
thing has so changed since I lived in England. I want to get 
into touch with my country again." 

So Stella began, and poured into her quiet listenei'i ears 
a detailed history of Cleethorpe parish, hei numeioui interests 
there, her various enterprises, with their varying success or 
failure; and almost before she knew it, she found herself 
disburdening herself to this man, whom she had never seen 
in her life before, of some of those worries and troubles 
and doubts which hitherto she had kept locked away in 
her own heart, and bad scarcely cared to admit even to 
herself. 

York spoke little, but what he said was so absolutely to the 
point that Stella soon experienced that gratilying feeling of 
being entirely understood. He himself was a man who 
had had occasion to originate and organise. Not for nothiitg 
bad he been adjutant of his r^ment in his youth, and as 
be rose in the service, O.A.Q.G., and acting quartermaster 
alsa He was able to enter into the details of Stella's 
little parish clubs and chanties, guilds and associations^ with 
an understanding which amazed her. He made her show him 
all her books. He approved her methods in the main, but 
gave her some practical hints which she received e^erly. She 
thawed in his company out of her complacency, which was a 
manner partly assumed as a sort of defensive armour against 
pos^ble adverse criticism. But York did not criticise ; he 
ezamiited and inquired and showed interest. He approached 
the »tuation with an open mind, she felt. He did not make 
light of her attempts, and she opened her heart to him with a 
fulness that won his own. It was only when they had done 
etamining into all the business matten^ and he was turning 
pver the little gujld meipbetship books, with tbetr lists of rules 
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and undertakings, that he said, with a kindly and thoughtful 
smile: 

" I see rou believe in a diarge of small-ahot rather than in 
one good heavy bullet t" 

She looked at him in questioning perplexity. 

He closed the little books and moved the small piles a 
Uttle away from him as be crossed bis arms upon the table 
and looked at her, still smiling. 

" New times, new ways, I suppose, Stella ; but somehow I 
have 8 feeling that the grand old baptismal vows which are 
taken for us in our in&ncy, and which we ratify for ourselves 
in our youth, are wwtb — and more than cover and overlap — 
all these supplementary vows and resolutions which such little 
books as time surest" 

" Oh, of course, Uncle Don, we do not mean to suggest 
that we are improvii^ upon our Prayer-book vows. Only, 
you understand, that in the diiferent guflds different parts of 
these are brought prominently forward, and we try to keep 
the members in mind (ii^t of one portion and then of 
another." 

"I know that is the idea, Stella. But for my part, I have 
bad a hard enough fight seeking to keep in mind the vows 
once made for a lifetime. I do not want any new ones." 

" But these are not new. Uncle Don. They are only put 
in a new way. Of course, if all the people were trying hard 
to keep their baptismal vows, then no more would be needed ; 
but—" 

^le paused, because he was smiling, and she did not quite 
imderstand the nature of that smile. 

" I was wondering, Stella, why, when you come across 
people who are not making this fight, you do not expend 
your time and ene^ on trying to make them tmderstand that 
they art pledged already, and that they are in danger of 
becoming deserters from the ranks, rather than in going to 
them and trying to get them to undertake some little fragment 

UigilizKl,, Google 



no zbe niece of fstbec X^ntie 

of the whole, which may perhaps tend to make them satisfied 
that the rest may be left comfortably alone." 

" Oh, Uade Don, I don't tbink it does that. I wish you 
could talk with Mabel Brent, of Cleeport Tbey aie doing 
such splendid work there amongst that difficult, sbjfdng, half 
sea-faring population. I get most of my ideas from her. 
You see, our boys and girls so often go on from here to 
Cleeport, either to service or to the shops, the boys, some of 
them to sea. That is why I want our oigantsations to be in 
connection, that they can be handed on when they leave us. 
I know we have rather a large number of irons in the &re, as 
people call it, for one village ; but that is the reason, and 
really, I am hoping very much that it does good." 

She spoke so appealingly, so almost humbly, that York's heart 
was touched. He held out his hand, and drew hei towards him. 

" My dear child, you must not run away with the idea that 
I am sitting in judgment upon youi methods. Nobody could 
be more thoroughly ignorant upon such matters than I. I am 
only trying to look at things from the larger outlook, to apply 
such experience as t have gleaned from my rough-and-tumble 
army life to your very different battlefield. It seems to me 
that you are in danger of clogging your machinery with too 
much detail. It may be that you are in danger of seeming to 
put, in Borae cases, the lesser before the greater. Do you 
understand me when I say that when first principles are 
grasped, details fall into order of their own accord ; but that, 
when you begin with the details without having mastered fint 
principles, the result is often confusion worse confounded? 
And almost always the originators of this confusion are the 
least aware of it themselves." 

Stella was not quite sure that she did understand what the 
soldier meant. Had anybody else propounded this theory, she 
would simply have said: "Oh. of course," and dismissed it 
from her mind. But she did not say that to Colonel York, 
who was slowly rising to his feet 
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"I should like to talk to you about a lot of thing! some 
other day, Uncle Don," she said; and vith bis bands upon 
her shoulders, and his eyes searching earnestly into hers, he 
answered: 

"As many as ever you like, my little Stella." 

Before he had got far from the house he was set upon by 
the small fry with eager shouts : 

" Sir Tiger ! Sir Tiger t Oh, do please stop I Billy Blake 
says he's seen a Ix^y in your garden t It's got its bead all 
tied up in white, and its eyes roll round and round, first white 
and then black ! Oh, Sir Tiger, won't you go and bunt it, like 
you hunted the tiger out of the jungle ? " 

The children were panting with excitement, and a sheepish- 
looking lad with a pitchfork in bis hand stood by, sedung to 
stem the tide of revelation. 

York despatched the children to their home, from the gate 
of which they had evidently run out, and then, turning to the 
boy, he said, with a touch of soldier sternness : 

" Now, my boy, if s not a manly thing on your part to try 
and frighten little children with silly stories of ghosts and 
bt^eys." 

"But, please sir, I did see it I" asserted Billy; though, 
when pressed as to what he had seen, he grew confused, but 
all the time declared that whatever it was, it had white all 
round its head, and rolling, terrible eyes. The boy bad passed 
by the boundary fence of Nun's Bower late the evening before, 
and had seen this phantom-like form gliding amongst the 
brushwood. 

"Well, say no more about it, and 111 look into it myself," 
said York briefly ; " and above all, never scare women or 
children with tales like this, whether you believe them yourself 
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CHAPTER XII 

KINDRED SPIRITS 

A w>EK later and Aichie Vanborough, having had bit ** little 
fling" ia town, and having replenished his wardrobe up-to- 
date in a satisfactory manner, appeared at bis kinsman's boose 
as arranged, and made his first encounter with Diana upon the 
following morning. 

Archie had taken rod and line immediately after breakfast, 
and was leisurely whipping the stream. This stream soon left 
the precincts of Nun's Bower, and entered those of Convent 
House, finally landing bim at tbe bead of the chain of fish- 
ponds, where, in spite of the brilliance of the sunshine, tbe 
trout were biting well, and Archie bad just succeeded in 
landing a beauty, when a clear laugh caused bim to look up, 
and instantly doff bis straw hat. 

He was pleasant to look upon, this clean-limbed, fair-baired, 
bronze-faced bid, becomingly arrayed in white flannels, active 
in his movements, skilful at bis craft, instinct with health, and 
energy, and purpose. He found himself confronted by a very 
radiant and dazzling creature — all white and gold— who was 
luxuriously reclining in a cushioned punt beneath the shadow 
of a group of weeping-willows, which had bidden ber from his 
sight heretofore. 

But the girl bad evidently been watching him, and her laugh 
was her tribute to bis final triumph. He did not need to be 
told who she was. He had heard already of Esther Lynne's 
nieces She, if seemed, had heard of hira also ; for when be 
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b^^ a Bmiting tptAogf for " trespusmg," she cut him abort 
with a light laugh. 

" Of course you would be trespuriDK if you were anybody 
else ; but in thia part of the world anything it pennitted to a 
Vanborough ! " 

" What a happy place in which to live I " cited Archie. 
" And you, alx^ have you not taken it by conquest ? " 

" Oh, shocking 1 " cried Diana, with another dlTeiy laug^ ; 
" don't you know that puns are quite out of date ? Paradox 
and epigram aa nuch as you like -, but the homely, domestic 
pun has to take quite a back seat in these days. But perhaps 
you belong to the old world of which Cleethorpe is a sorrival ! 
I'm quite growing peacefully fossilised here myself! Say, 
shall you and I put our heads together, and just wake them 
up a bit?" 

" With aU my heart I " answered Archie, laughing. " Only 
tell me what to do, and I am your most humble servant — your 
latest conquest 1 " 

" Come, come, Archie Vanborough, the keen edge of a joke 
wears off by repetition. But if you are so very anxious for an 
enslaTed position, come into the punt, and well hare a chat. 
It's getting too hot to fish — or too bright. But if you like to 
punt down stream through the ponds into the Clee, and then 
aAer half-a-mile push up a little branch stream to Bishop's 
Hall, we might find Sally there, and take her into our counsels. 
Sally suffers from a plethora of pent-up energy, which renders 
her at times a slightly explosive creature. You know her 
brother, don't you — Rudolf Hastings?" 

IMana had the easy trans-Atlantic bshion of treating the 
other sex, and of speddng of them. She had had many more 
boy than girl friends, as it happened, in her childhood, and 
since she bad developed into her early womanhood, admiration 
and adulation had come to her in an unstinted fashion, which 
she now regarded as one of her natural rights, and accepted a> 
th« most ordinary condition of life, 
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Archie desired no second inviution. Alter the heats of 
India and the Red Sea, the breezy brilliance of this English 
June morning was exhilarating rather than enervating. He 
stepped lightly into the punt, depositing his shining treasure- 
trove in the well 

" Ifs Miss Lynne*) trout, you know. If I may, 111 come 
back with you, and present my compliments and my fish 
togethei. I hope she won't r^ard it in the light of a fishy 
compliment 1 " 

" You incorrigible boy ! " was all that Diana answered. 

" I don't know what's the matter with me to-day," confessed 
Archie ingenuously, " I feel so beastly happy ; it makes me 
talk rot I Do you know the feeling, Miss Conquest? Or do 
you only inspire it?" 

Diana laughed gaily. She was not in the least embarrassed 
by this outspoken admiration. She leaned back amoi^st her 
cushions, and watched the active movements of the young 
man, as he sent the light punt swirling along. Evidently he 
was no novice to the art, and they soon shot through the chain 
of ponds, and came out into the main stream, just as it passed 
beneath one of the many little bridges which spanned its 
course through the place. 

"That's one footpath to the Hall," said Diana, indicating 
the narrow track across a great sweep of meadow-land ; " but 
it's much larther to walk, and I'm not in the humour for 
exerring myself to-day, Down below the big bridge we come 
to another branch stream, and if we take that, we shall get into 
the gardens of Bishop's Hall, and very likely Sally will be 
somewhere about playing golf or croquet, or some of her 
innumerable games. It's rather hard lines for her, having to 
play alone so much. Geraldine is delicate, and doesn't care 
for games. She's clever at music ; we have rather good times 
together. She can play accompaniments, and thafs what so 
few musical people can do well. She sings, too^ but has 
rather a tiny little pipe ; still, it's always in tone. Sally lings 
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lik« a bull of Basban ; but it's great fun to hear her I I like 
it best when the old Squire joins the family concert Do you 
know Rudolfs father? I'm awfully in love with him. He's 
the dearest old boy— one of the ml old-bshioned kind, who 
want the world to stand still all the time, and for everything to 
be as it was when he was a boy, or earlier. He can't make it 
out the way things are spinning along. I could listen to him 
all day, when he gets on to that hobby-hone of his. It's just 
kiUing I » 

" R^ular old Tory ; I know the sort Tve got a bit of that 
blood in me myseH I know ifs no good trying to fight 
against the spirit of the age ; but I confess some of its 
developments make me feel a bit sick I" 

" I know what you mean," answered Diana quickly. 
"Somehow, an old country like this trying to be modem 
and go^ead rather comes a cropper ; much after the fashion 
of an ancient female playing hockey or riding a bicycle. You 
see 'em at it sometimes, and the spectacle isn't specially 
edifying. Ifs prettier when they grow old gracefully, like 
Esther, my aunt, you know. She's just sweet ! And the old- 
fashioned ways we hear people talk about sound awfully sweet, 
too; but I'm afraid it's no good people trying to cling to them 
still. They'd better make up their minds to let them go, and 
to help along the new ideas, and give them the grace they so 
badly need. If all the best sort stand aloof, swearing at 
progress because it npsets their old-world notions and ideals 
— well, then, they mustn't wonder if they see only the uglier 
side of it You see, I am modem myself. New ways and 
new ideas suit me best I think it's time this blessed little 
Sleepy Hollow got woke up I What do you say to lending a 
hand?" 

" You have only to command me. Your will is law. How 
are you off for young life in this part 7 " 

" Fairly well in the district round. In Cleethorpe itself 
there are not many Gunilies ; but there are houses all round, 
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and Sally hts quite a lot of friends almost as fond of games as 
she is. The wont of the thing is that so tnuij things are 
•tale. People aie going cracked over this new croquet, iriiich 
I thought rather slow at Grst, but I confess I'm getting into tt, 
and there are several other good games ; hut people have 
their clubs and regular tournaments. There's no novelty 
in that. I want to think of something more original and 
amusbg. Two brilliant people like you and me ought to 
have some ideas between us I " 

He bowed over bis punt pole, and suddenly exclaimed : 

"Well, there seems a lot of water about here one way or 
the other. Why should we not get down boats or canoes, 
and institute aquatic sports? What about a swimming club, 
for instaoce? Vou know, the modem fashion is to have very 
fine water costumes, and for us to join the ladies in the water 
and help them. But if things here are not advanced enough 
for that, the girls might surely have their own dub and their 
own matches. In foreign lakes I've seen girls swimming most 
beautifully, and anybody might watch them. When girls do 
these things gracefully, they beat us into a cocked hat, you 
know. I'm sure you can swim. Miss Couquest ? " 

Diana's ^es were bright Archie had hit upon the very 
sort of sport where she knew she could not only hold her 
own, hut in all [Mobability excel every rival. She only 
wondered the idea bad not occurred to herself. 

"Of course I can swim," she answered; "when I was a 
child my father taught me all sorts of things like that We 
lived in Virginia — dear ole Virgiuie I — I always feel I should 
like to end my days there. There was a big lake, and we had 
a bathing-hut, and father and I used to spend hours in the 
water in hot weather. We had canoes, too, and when it was 
cooler we used to shoot about like fireflies I He taught me 
all the Indian dodges with the paddle. He and the old 
negroes used to vie with one another to teadi me how to do 
everything, just as though I hod been a boy. I can shoot 
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and I can ride, and I can drive anything you like to put me 
behind 1 You are a genius, Mr. Vanborough— « real genius t 
You have hit the right nail on the bead, and no mistake I " 

"You called me Archie Vanborot^h last time," spoke the 
young man, with a beaming face, and an accent of reproach 
in bis voice ; " I thought it sounded so much nicer — and more 
friendly." 

" Did I ? I really didn't know it You see, that is what 
Sir Humphrey and Colonel York always call you — " 

" Yes ; so does everybody who likes me," answered Archie, 
with a deprecating look which made Diana laugh. 

"Very well, Archie Vanborougb let it be," she answered 
gaOy; "for if you are to be permanently brilliant in your 
ideas, I shall like you immensely myself." 

By this time they had reached the fork of the river at Clee 
Mill, where it was joined by another stream from the south 
bank, and widened out into something approaching a river. 
Passing beneath the bridge, they quickly arrived at the junction 
of the little narrow rivulet which ran through Squire Hasting's 
property, and joined the Clee at this poinL Archie obediently 
turned the punt into this small water-way, and before they had 
proceeded lar they heard themselves hailed by a loud voice, 
and the young man was aware of the headlong advance of a 
rather ungainly girl, in a short dress of blue linen, who 
was brandishing a croquet mallet over her bead, and 
galloping towards them with something of the action of a 
camelopard. 

" Here is Sally," cried Diana, her eyes dancing with amuse- 
ment ; for Salty never ceased to amuse, and seldom irritated 
her, as she did so many others. "Come, Sally, and let me 
introduce Mr. — I mean Aichie — Vanborough to you. He 
likes to be called Archie Vanborough. He thinks it sounds 
prettier, and matches himself. You have heard of him from 
your brother, no doubt 1 " 

" Oh, rather," answered Sally, tendering a red and glovelesa 
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paw, and then taking a filing leap into the punt, and cmbiacing 
Diana with effusion. " You fagged for him at school. He 
said rou *cre Al at making toast, and that that was your 
only talent" 

"But it isn't," cried EMana, whilst Archie roared; "he's 
got a dash of real genius hidden away somewhere. No, you 
needn't stare at him like that You wouldn't believe it to look 
at him, I know ; but I've unearthed the treasure, and mean to 
keep it as my own discovery." 

"You take care that I shall not be poSed up by your 
favour," remarked Archie^ as he took up his pole again. " And 
now, whither is it your roya] pleasure that I should take you ? 
Up stream, or down ? " 

" Oh, let's lie a little in the shade, and talk things over," 
answered Diana ; and this rivulet being well shaded by alders 
and birches and willow scrub, it was easy to find a pUce 
where they could find luxurious shadow, and sit at ease 
to talk out Archie's scheme of waking up the energies of 
Cleethorpe and its environs by a succession of aquatic spotts. 

"We must have a fleet of canoes!" cried Diana, in her 
imperious way; "boats, perhaps, we can hire from Cleeport, 
only I am afraid they will be sea-tubs chiefly ; thotigh perhaps 
we might find some of lighter build. But canoes are the real 
thing — Canadian canoes for preference. I wonder where we 
could get enough. I don't mind buying a couple straight 
out for Convent House. I should love to go shooting about, 
and I'll teach Esther, too. She's light and quick of eye, and 
fond of the water." 

" 111 get daddy to buy one or two, and Rudolf shall, too. 
He's quite rich now, so he must be made to stump up I " 

" I'll start the clut^ and present half-a-dozen canoes I " cried 
Archie, who, having more money than he knew what to do 
with, and no unhealthy tastes, such as run away with the largest 
fortunes, could aSbrd to stand godfather to any scheme of 
his own {woposing. 

UigilizKl,, Google 



ftfnbre& Spirits t>9 

" Yoo^ a tramp ! " cried Sally ecstadcally, smittng him over 
the back with the weapon she happened to have with her. 
" I've always longed to canoe, but somehow, it's never come 
my way. We've got boats ; but tbey are all rather tubby. I 
think mother was afraid to have anything light when we were 
luds; and in this old fossil of a place, what one has once, one 
goes on having. I believe dad would rather have a model ark 
than any other kind of craft, if tie could only be sure of the 
right pattern t " 

The idea of a ffxW swinmiog club was also eagerly caught 
up by Sally. She had learned to swim in her childhood, but 
had few opportunities of practi»n^ since she was not allowed 
to make any use of the pool near the house, where the 
gardeners might see her; and though there were baths at 
Cleeport, and she sometimes ran over on her bicycle, they 
were not good enough to be attractive, and tbe beach bathing 
she despised as bong too slow altogether. 

"I don't know what they^ say about it Mother has 
awfully stodgy ideas 1 " she cried, with the frankness of her 
nature. " I really don't think dad would mind so much — 
he likes girls to be able to do things ; but mother thinks such 
a lot of what she calls the proprieties," and Sally's face was a 
study. 

Archie was choking with mirth. Sally, as the product 
of a high Tory father and a "stodgy mother," bent on tbe 
proprieties, was certainly rather an astonishing specimen. 
Diana caught the meaning of his mirtb, and her eyes were 
full of laughter. Sally looked from one to the other, 
accustomed to eicite a mirth not wholly intelligible to 
herself, but never resentii^ it when she felt it to be kindly 
in its character. 

"We must make Stella joinl" cried'Diana; "she wants 
shaking up. We won't let her say she has no time. Parish 
business always slacks off a little in tbe summer, Esther says, 
when tbe night-schools and guilds and all that sort of 

I 
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mysterious work shuts dovn for i spelL I guess folks find 
that they can employ themselves better out of doors. Hov 
many love-making guilds do you reckon to have in this vilUge, 
Sally?" 

Diana felt quite kindly disposed towards Stella, whose 
feelings she knew she had hurt on more than one occasion. 
It seemed to her ridiculous that the girl should take everything 
so seriously, and make mole-hills into mountains, as she was 
prone to do. But all the sam^ Diana, when she took an idea 
into her head, was not going to be hindered by any scruple as 
to whose feelings might be huTL The singing of the village 
choir she had found excruciating, and she was teaching the 
boys improved methods, and winning their hearts by her 
merry ways, her grace, and beauty, and daring talk. She 
knew Stella did not like it j but that was a matter of minor 
consequence, if the result were satisfactory. She knew that she 
meant to make Rudolf Hastings another of her slaves, so soon 
as he should return home at the rising of the House. It was 
thought he might possibly be free even before that She did 
not know exactly what his relations with Stella were, but she 
did not intend to take a second place. It was not that she 
had any present intention of marrying the Squire's son, any 
more than she thought of marrying the bright-faced boy in 
the punt, or the white-headed Sir Humphrey Vanborough, 
or any of those youths in London last year, who had flitted 
round the brilliance of her presence. She had truly said to 
her indignant accusers that she did not look upon every *' boy " 
she met in the light of a possible husband. Nevertheless, had 
she faced the fac^ she might have learned that she did regard 
each one in the light of a fresh "con<^uest," as Archie had 
chosen to put it She was not unfamiliar with the pun upon 
her name, nor did its aptness in any way displease her. She 
liked to feel that her motto was " feni, vtdi, via" ; and so 
far it had never been otherwise. And if, after her hour of 
triumph, there bad come a gathering cloud, she had simply 
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turned her back upon the threatening tempest, and bad sought 
smiling skies and pastures new elsewhere. 

At Clecthorpe she was conscious of feeling extremely happy. 
She decided she was being veiy good. She had brought sunshine 
into Esther's life. She was going to be quite a little special 
Providence to poor Sally, giving her Iriendship and companion- 
ship, and perhaps, at last, helping her to cast that ungainly 
chrysalis crust which had enveloped her so long. She meant 
also to do somethit^ towards brightening and widening Stella's 
outlook upon life. She had not quite decided yet what form 
this idea should take; but when, a few minutes after gliding 
into the main stream on the homeward journey, they saw 
Stella and York walking slowly along the footpath in the 
direction of Convent House, a new notion suddenly flashed 
into Diana's active brain. 

Why shouldn't Stella and poor Colonel York make each 
other happy? That game of uncle and niece was only a 
pretty fiction between them. He was a kinsman, but not a 
near one. He needed somebody to look after him, and 
Stella had a genius for devotion. And Diana could spare 
him from her train I Was she conscious how strongly 
that argument weighed with her? A man with a haggard, 
pain-worn face, a halting gait and a shattered constitution, was 
not the kind of admirer she cared about. She was sorry for 
him. She admired his quiet courage, and appreciated his 
services and devotion to his country ; but she had no particular 
use for him, and he and Stella seemed so well suited. No 
doubt he would get stronger, and probably he had comfortable 
means; be would get some light work which would be 
sufficient for the modest needs of simple, unassuming people. 
In a few seconds Diana had mapped it all out clearly in her 
brain, and was quite prepared to cultivate Stella as she had not 
done before. 

" Hi ! stop there ! " cried Sally, springing up at sight of 
the pair. "Look here, Colonel York, let Archie— I mean 



133 ube Ttiece of Setber Xfinne 

Mr. — DO^ I meu Archie Vanborough puot you hom^ and 
well walk with Stella t We're ten thousand things to say to 
her, and you looked jacked up I Come on, Di, it's pretty 
heavy work punting up the Clee. Well walk with Stella, and 
let Colonel York have the punt" 

So the three girls walked together along the path, Archie 
keeping his eyes in that direction, and admiring the graceful, 
free movements of the tall girl between her two companions. 
By contrast Sally looked almort grotesque, and Stella's pensive 
prettiness suffered a certain eclipse. All the same, Archie 
could see that she was a pretty little thinft and he decided 
that life at Nun's Bower would not lack interest and amuse- 
ment He had bem roving the world ior above a year. The 
idea of a settled life for a spdl was not without attractions. 

Esther Lynne and Sir Humphrey were together in the 
garden of Convent House when the punt and the pedestrians 
Altered it together. TTie three girlish faces were very bright, 
and as Archie sprang ashore at the Unding-stage and assisted 
York out, be looked as merry as the merry, merry summer- 
tide itself. 

The girls were pouring their broadsides of information and 
aspiration into the ears of their elders. Diaiu had hold of Sir 
Humphrey's arm, Sally wa^ prancing up and down before 
Esther, her voice rising almost to a shouts Stella, much quieter, 
was yet quite disposed to be roused and interested. Boating 
was attractive. The net-work of little streams suggested 
numerous possibilities. Possibly, she though^ some new 
industry or innocent recreation for the village b<qrs — often ha 
chiefest anxiety— might be the outcome of these proposed and 
nebulous schemes. 

Diana's voice suddenly made itself heard above all the 
others. 

" Let's have an Impromptu picnic out here, just our party 
as we stand. I'll back Esther's birder to stand the strain t 
No ; don't let anybody else bother. Ill just shoot off to the 
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house, and see wtut I can conjure up. And well alt drink 
the health of the new aquatic dub, and send the hat round at 
the close for subscriptions t " 

With a roguish laugh into Sir Humphrey's face, she sped 
upon hei ernind ; and all facing in with her views, the little 
a/Jreieo meal was quickly arranged. Plans and projects were 
discussed. Ways and means were considered, and Archie was 
declared to be simply bristlii^ with ideas, some reckless, some 
impracticable, but others distinctly alluring. 

" He is quite a treasure— that boy of yours I " cried Diana 
to Sir Humphrey, as the merry meal wore to its conclusion. 
" You'd never think to look at him how replete with ideas he 
could be I I expect he'll end by drowning himself, or the 
whole show of us as well, perhaps. But what's the odds so 
long as you're happy ! " 

As the three bachelors somewhat later in the day retraced 
their steps to Nun's Bower, Sir Humphrey looked smilingly at 
the bright-faced lad at his side, and said : 

"Well, Archie, you seem to have found kindred spirits, 
anyway I " 

And Archie's answer was spoken with the utmost fervour : 
" Rather I I say, that girl b just a stunner t " 
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CHAPTER xm 

D£TELOPMSHTS 

Esther Lvnke was in those days a very happy woman. The 
coming of her sister's child had been a source of deep and 
lasting joy to her. After a very brief season of doubt as to 
whether the brilliant young thing would be happy in so quiet 
a life, she had reached the conclusion that she need have no 
fears on that score. Diana appeared to be one of those 
happily-constituted persons who make their own sunshine. 
She seemed not to know the meaning of the word depression. 
She was never dull and never bored. She was warmly 
affectionate towards Esther herself, and had won the 
goodwill of the whole community. Her daring speeches 
and her vagaries were a constant source of entertainment to 
Cleethorpe, and it was hard to believe that the girl had been 
hardly more than three months in the place, her inauen<% 
there was so strong. In her exuberant vitality Esther seemed 
to renew her own youth— that youth which for her had been so 
swiftly shadowed, and had taken to itself wings all too soon. 

Added to this was another happiness in the return of her 
old-time friend and comrade, Humphrey Vanborough. And 
Esther herself scarcely knew to which of these two causes to 
attribute the sense of immense content and well-being which 
at this time seemed her portion in life. Nor was she one 
prone to over-much introspection. Hers was one of those 
finely-balanced and happily-constituted natures, growing more 
and more rare as the world whirls rapidly along in its headlong 
fashion, not over-much concerned with itself, not strung to the 
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teosion of modem requirements, to meet the demands of an 
artificial activity, whether for self-devotion, self-culture, of an 
unconscious thirst for amusement or novelty. The nervous 
strain which is the inevitable ie^ilur of these conditions, and 
which asserts itself sooner or later, was spared her. The 
childlike heart and spirit were hers stilL As in the past she 
had accepted without murmur, or self-pity, or any sense of 
injuiy, a life which to her world had seemed full of trial and 
wearisome care, now she welcomed her happiness without 
questioning too closely of what it consisted. She accepted 
the joy, as she had accepted the sorrow, as the portion assigned 
to her by an all-wise and an all-loving Father, and as His gift 
she rejoiced in it, and took it gladly to her heart. 

" You are growing younger and prettier every day, Esther," 
Diana would sometimes say laughingly to her ; and Esther, 
looking into the bright, young face, would answer : " Then you 
must be making me so, Di." 

Diana herself thought there might probably be another 
cause ; but she held her peace. Even now, after the flight of 
a week or two, she coutd not venture upon " chaffing " Esther 
about Sir Humphrey. That extreme gentleness and sweetness 
which had won the girl's rather wayward heart, and made her 
aunt dearer to her than she had once believed that any person 
would be again, held within its compass an element of dignity 
and delicate reticence which had more than once stopped 
Diana's tongue upon the verge of a playful impertinence. 
And yet Esther had never rebuked her, or appeared to know 
that she was exercising wholesome restraint. 

"How does she do it?" Di had often asked of herself. 
She bad sometimes been present when Esther had interviewed 
an offending servant, or recalcitrant village lad, or some angry 
woman, hot with a real or supposed injury, who had come 
tearing up to Convent House for help or redress. And again 
and again had the girl marvelled at the quiet Uct, the fearless 
candour, and the gentle dignity which invari^ly brought the 
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offender to a prc^r attitude of mind. No anger, or excite- 
ment, or ruffled composure ever betrayed itself; but aa 
inflexible firmness, tc^ether with an insight and sympathy that 
set Diana wondering where it had been obtained. 

"In the ichool of life, my dear," Esther once answered, 
smiling when the girl put a frank question. "Experience is the 
best master, as a wise man said ; but his lesions are very dear. 
When we are young we think we can dispense with them, and 
rule ourselves and others by the light of reflected wisdom, or 
oar own intuitions. We learn diflerently as we go on in life; 
but yet it is good to be youn^ and to feel that the world lies at 
our feet Only we must not be led away by our own sense of 
strength and power ; we must be willing to learn the lessons 
life has to teach us." 

Diana's eyes kindled at those words. Were they meant as 
a hint or a warning to her 7 She sprang up, and kissed Esther 
in her sudden and vehement fashion, though outward demon* 
strations were not very frequent with her. Yet in her heart she 
felt that she was strong enough to rule her own life, and that 
of others also, without over-mach guidance. But she did not 
put the thoughts into words, lest Esther should read between 
the tines. 

IMana had looked forward on Sir Humphrey's return to 
watching the immediate consummation of an elderly romance. 
She was certain that her aunt and he had been lovers once — 
whether openly declared or not. The whole place had 
expected them to make a match of it; even the old cottage 
women had said as much. Her mother's sudden and 
unexpected marriage had been the means of hindering that con- 
summation bng since. But to her youthful imagination there 
appeared no reason of any sort why, if they still cared for one 
another, they should not immediately take up the threads of 
the old courtship, and fulfil the expectations which had once 
been formed respecting them. There was nothing in the 
world to hinder them now ; and people as old and &r oldei 
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maiiKd every day of the year. Her yoiug impatience saw 
no reason why there should be any delay at aU. She had 
expected the matter to be settled within the first week, and 
when day after day passed by, and she saw no sign of anything 
but the renewal of a very cordial and pleasant friendship, she 
b^;an to question and to wonder. 

The intercourse between Convent House and Nun's Bower 
was almost constant The gate between the two properties 
remained permanently unlocked. Sir Humphrey and his 
friends came to and fro almost at will, and scarcely an 
evening passed without bringing one or more of them to 
listen to Diana's music, to take a hand at whist, or to »t 
within the shelter of the cloistered garden, whilst the night- 
ingales or warblers beside the stream and pools made sweet 
accompaniment for their talk ; and they would rise sometimes 
and wander away through the dim paths and alleys of the 
garden, under condttioDs so suggestive and so appropriate that 
Diana would sometimes say half impatiently to herself: 

"Well, if it does not come off to-night, I shall not believe 
in it at all! " 

Gradually there was stealing over Diana a feeling of keen 
interest and admiration where Sir Humphrey Vanborough was 
concerned. From the first he had attracted her. A man who 
had done good work, and who had achieved something in the 
^es of the world had always appealed to her. Power was 
her fetish, whether she knew it or not. She loved to feel her 
own power ; she loved to exert it over others. It gave her 
a thrill of exceeding delight to feel it being exercised over 
her, and doubly so when she was conscious of a rc9ex current, 
whereby she, in her turn, made her own power felt over the 
very individual whose influence she was aware of succumbing 
to. So it was between her and Sir Humphrey. He 
fiucinated her imagination; he even swayed her opinions, 
and inspired her with the desire to stand well in his sight 
And she was perfectiy aware that she in some measure 
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captivated him. His kind eyes lighted at sight of her. When 
she sat down to sing to him, bis glance rested upon her with a 
satisfaction and pleasure of which she was delightAill}' conscious, 
and which quickened her pulses and gave an added depth and 
expression to her rich tones. Although nominally it was she 
and Archie who were the comrades and friends, and it was 
with him she more often than not paired herself, when they 
strolled forth into the softened glories of the June nights, yet 
she was ever more and more aware of the growing bond between 
her and the older man, and already was beginning to delight 
in making tiny trials of her power over him. 

"Who does he come to see?" she asked of herself one 
night, as she lingered in the garden after their guests had gone, 
loath to leave the scents and the beauties and the glamour of 
the summer night " What is the magnet that draws him here? 
Of couise, he has been used to easy intercourse all his life ; 
but is that all ? And if not, what is the attraction ? " 

Diana felt all her pulses tingling somewhat. She and 
Sir Humphrey had been walking together awhile up and 
down the yew avenue, whilst Esther and York had finished a 
game of backgammon together. Archie had been splashing 
about in a Canadian canoe, which had arrived that very day, 
and of whose safe balance he was not entirely assured. They 
had talked of many things together, he and she. Often he 
told her Ultle anecdotes about her mother, and she told him 
of her early life, and the varied experiences through which she 
had passed. He always listened as a man does who is 
interested in what is told him. When she had spoken a few 
words of her father's sudden death — a matter to which she 
seldom alluded — he had just laid his hand softly for a moment 
upon the one resting lightly on his arm, and she had felt 
herself thrill at the touch. 

Now, standing and looking out over the beautiful dew- 
drenched world with the silver and sable cloak of night 
enshrouding it, Diana was consdous even yet of that curious 
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little be&Tt-throb, and turning her gaze towards the lighted 
windows of the quaint old house she had left, she found herself 
asking a series of questions which had certainly never su^ested 
tbemselres to her before. 

"After all, is she not happier as she is? Would it not be a 
mistake to change too entirely the tranquil course of such a 
life f Would it leally be for her happiness ? I am not at all 
sure. Esther is just sweet as she is — quite perfect — I wouldn't 
have one single thing different about her. But would it suit 
her to be married? Would people at all laugh at her? — at 
them ? Not at htm I There is never anything the least absurd 
in a man marrying somewhat late in life. He is still in his 
prime — splendid, I call him 1 But Esther ? — how would it be 
with her? She is a perfect darling as she is, and quite, quite 
happy and content I'm not at all sure that she wants 
anything different, or would be happier for it Things can 
never be as they once were. You may try to tie up the 
threads, but they won't always join right. They are perfectly 
happy in their friendship. It is a beauriful thing to see. I'm 
not sure that I want it changed for anything else, and I'm not 
a bit sure that it would be for their happiness, or that either of 
them want it really. If they do, why does it still hang fire? 
And if not — well, I b^in to think that they have judged 
rightly for themselves." 

Diana, baving reached this conclusion, suddenly became 
aware of a curious illumination of spirit She did not 
trouble to examine into it In fact, she was not altogether 
unacquainted with the sensation. She had known moments 
before of a similar kind. The experience was always exilara- 
ting and de%htful, though latterly it had been rare. She sped 
towards the house with a wonderful grace and swiAness, 
and the light in her eyes was so vivid and intense when she 
entered the room that Esther looked at her with a tender, 
questioning smile. 

" It is such a glorious night Archie has been trying the 
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canoe for me. I think it*) all right ; but he ii not quite 
satisfied. Hell be round to-morrow eaily for another ezperi- 
menL We are going to have a perfectly lovely summer 
— I am quite, quite sure of that Esther, you darling duck 1 
Tell me, are you getting the leastest wee bil died of me? 
Do you think I had better make tracks before I've had time 
to do any mischief here? Ill go in a moment if you think I 
ought— if you are tired of me — if I am in the way — " 

" My dearest child, what are you talking about ? Are you 
getting tired of the monotony of Conrent House ? I was just 
hoping we were going to be lively enough to give you some 
real pleasure and enjoyment at last." 

Diana suddenly Bung herself down at Esther's feet — a 
graceful heap of filmy white drapery. Her fashion of treating 
her beautiful clothes still somewhat exercised her aunt, 
although she had ceased to remonstrate. 

"Tired of Convent House! No, Esther, I'm not such an 
ungrateful idiot as that I'm happier here than I once 
thought I ever could be again. I just love it — I love you — I 
love everything. I am hap[^ all the time. Everything is just 
sweet But after all, it's your house — I've no real right here — 
no claim upon you — " 

Esther stopped her with a kiss. 

"My dearest child, what has come to you? Who could 
have so near or dear or close a claim ? You are my very own 
flesh and blood. You are the dearest thing in the world to 
me. This is your home as much as it is mine, as long as you 
care to make it so 1 " 

I^ana rose to her knees, and flung her arms about Esther 
in an almost passionate paroxysm of affection, which Esther 
was somewhat perplexed to account for. 

" Oh, I hope you will never, never, never regret the day you 
took me in I " cried the girl, with sudden intensity. 

Early next morning Archie Vanborough was at the ponds of 
Convent House making experiment with the cano^ and half 
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hopiog that his energy and early rising migfat be rewarded 
with a sight of Diana, to whom he had given a hint as to his 
intentions. She, however, did not appear, and presently, 
having satisfied himself that the canoe was all safe and as 
little tippy as such craft can h^ he tied it up in the boathouse 
^ain, and strolled back towards Nun's fiower, not maHng 
straight for the house, but taking a thick shrubbery path 
towards a little deep pool, which Sir Humphrey used as a 
bathing place, and where he went almost daily on rising for a 
morning pluDge. 

As he neared the place he saw York standing in the 
overgrown path, with something in his hand, which he was 
scrutinising closely. Archie came up and asked what it was. 
York hdd it out for bis inspection, and he saw a murderous- 
looking knife, with its edge like a razor for sharpness. 

" Hullo I " be exclaimed ; " where did you get that thing, 
and what are you doing with it ? " 

York turned a rather curious expression upon Archie as he 
answered, pointing to a little bei^ of earth and ^len leaves 
in the path : 

"I found it there, embedded in the earth, edge upwards, 
just lightly concealed by the leaves — most ingeniously set. If 
I bad not been walking slowly, and had not just touched it 
with my stick, I might have stepped upon it myselC" 

"But what in thunder is it doing there? Who the dickens 
can have put it?" 

"That is just what I should like to lutow; lot it has been 
put with a purpose." 

The sound of splashing not far distant told them that Sir 
Humphrey was enjoying his morning swim in the pool Both 
men knew that in these hot June mornings be was wont to 
walk through the shrubbery paths to the water in his long- 
quilted dressing-gown and slippers, take his bath, and reium 
in the same garb. A man so shod, stepping upon an edge like 
that unguitidedly might almost sever his foot in twain, and bleed 
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to death before assistance could well reach him, or, periiaps, 
fall a victim to lockjaw. The thing was horrible to cod< 
template. Some of the healthy red left Archie's face. A 
stem expiession, like that upon York's thin features, settled 
upon his own. Suddenly he sprang forward and groped a 
little. The path was dim and dark, thickly overgrown ; but 
he had seen something, and now pulled at it viciously. It 
was an ingeniously hidden bit of cord, just placed so as to 
cause a man to trip in such a fashion that he must inevitably 
have brought his foot heavily down upon that murderous, 
shining blade. 

" Holy Moses ! " muttered the young fellow, as he and 
York stood ^ing each other, " what devil's brew is this ? " 

" Devil's brew, indeed ! " spoke York sternly ; " I only wish 
to goodness I had been a few minutes earlier, and bad caught 
the devil at work ! " 

" You think it has been done since the boss went down ?" 
quoth Archie, with a glance in the direction of the sounds of 
splashing. 

" I believe sa Sic Humphrey does not take the same path 
every day. He was evidently watched for, and the thing done 
— the trap laid immediately after he had passed, to make sure 
of him on the return journey. I happened to wake early, and 
came prowling along just a little while later. I thought I 
heard a rabbit scuttle away ; I remember thinking that had I 
been in India I should have thought it was a snake gliding 
through the grass. There was a sort of sinuous sound about 
it ; but I merely supposed that to be my fancy. When my 
stick touched metal it stopped me, and I looked and saw. If 
I had been a walker, as other men are, I might have gone full 
tilt into the diabolical thing myself. It was set as firm as a 
rock. I had some trouble in getting it up. Though, as I am 
well shod, the results would not have been so serious." 

"Serious enough," returned Archie grimly, looking at the 
murderous blade ; " what a horrid-looking knife I Looks as 
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if it had been stolen from the house, too 1 There are 
murderous weapons and to spare banging up there." 

" Yes ; it's Indian workmanship," returned York. " Looks 
to me like a Goorka knife, or some such thing. It has 
probably, as you say, been taken from the house, and 
sharpened to this keenness. I want to know a little more 
about it, and what it was placed there for." 

" I should have said that the boss hadn't an enemy in the 
world," spoke Archie impetuously, " and yet it seems plain it 
was meant to do him a pretty deadly sort of injury." 

"That seems pretty clear," returned York. " It must have 
been meant for him. Had we been in India one might have 
understood it — " 

" Why, even there he seemed to be universally beloved." 

" Yes, in measure ; but a man never lives all those years 
dispensing even-handed justice without stirring up some 
amount of enmity in many quarters. But over here — I 
confess that is the puzzle. And yet — well, Archie, I have had 
a vague suspicion before that something is a bit queer at the 
house yonder. Have you ever heard or seen anything odd?" 

"Not that I know of. How do you mean?" 

"Have you ever heard noises at night that you can't 
altogether account for?" 

" Bless you, no ! When I go to bed I go to sleep. I don't 
take any account of noises. Besides, if I did hear any I 
shouldn't be surprised. Old houses like that are always given 
to rats and so forth, aren't they?" 

"Yes, that's what I've always said myself, and not troubled 
my head over the matter. But now I remember, Sir Humphrey 
told me the very first morning after we arrived — or the next — 
that he thought I was coming into his room at night. The door 
seemed to open ; but I never gave the matter much thought 
till I began to hear strange noises myself." 

"And you think?" 

" I did not think it till now ; but I am be^nning to wonder, 
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in face of this, whether there may not be a plot od foot igaJiat 
Sir Humphiey I " 

*' Great Jehoshaphat— why ? " 

" That I cannot say. It is not QDheard of that when bouses 
remaui empty an indefiDite number of years, people who have 
no business there make use of them for illidt purposes. Only 
that sort of thing seems rather remote in the twentieth 
century. If these were days of smugglers and coiners one 
could better understand the possible motive. As it is, I am 
at sea. But I shall do what I can to Sad out." 

"You will tell him, of couts&" 

"Yes; I am waiting till becomes back to show bim what we 
have found. If there be danga of any sort, he should be on his 
guard. Here be comes. Archie, put that cord as it was, and 
we will show the whole devil's trap as we found it" 

Sir Humphrey looked and listened and examined with that 
quiet, judicial, and impersonal air which be had acquired 
ID bis long term of office. He made very few comments, but 
let nothing escape him, and in the end be laid a band upon 
York's shoulder, saying : 

"Under Providence I think I owe to you an escape from 
what might have proved a very serious accident I hope 
the plotter will prove to be no more dangerous than a very 
. mischievous boy, or perhaps some poacher or vagabond who 
may have a desire to clear Nun's Bower of its present occupier. 
Don't say anything about it. I will keep my eyes and ears 
open, and most likely if the fellow be not scared away, he may 
play into our hands. It may prove to be the mad act of some 
insane person. But time will show. If there is any sort of 
concerted plan, we are certain to have fresh developments as 
time goes on." 
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THE JOCUND UOHTH OF JUNE 

"A PRETTY sight, Esther, is it not?" 

" I think I have never seen anything prettier. How happy 
they all look I And how they are enjoying themselves ! " 

"llie privacy of your garden has been seriously menaced," 
added Sir Humphrey, smiling at his companion, " I wonder 
what the old-time residents of Convent House would have 
thought of our twentieth century sports ? " 

Esther's smiling gaze swept up and down the chain of fish- 
ponds, which were alive with colour and motion. The water 
sparkled beneath the summer sun, reflecting the deep blue and 
white dapple of the sky, together with the vivid green of the 
alder and willow bushes fringing the margin on the farther side. 
On this side was a smooth bank of emerald turf, sloping from 
a wide gravel terrace, and by the brink of the water grew many 
rare and beautiful water plants, and a zone of water-lilies and 
clumps of sedges where the warblers nested and made music 
for Esther all night long. But there were many places free of 
choice plant or covering reed, where the light canoes might 
put in at will. Esther made the whole flotilla welcome to her 
hospitality. The garden of Convent House had become the 
regular rallying-point for the aquatic club, quickly started 
and rapturously supported by the young people of the district. 
There was nothing Esther loved better than seeing happy 
young life about her, and after the long seclusion of the past 
years she seemed to be stepping forth into a new world of 
sunshine and joyousness. 

145 It 
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She looked up now into her old friend's face, and the light 
in her soft brown eyes was veiy intense 

"I think those nuns of olden days would have felt much as 
I do to-day, Humphrey: that it is good to see the young 
enjoying their youth, and that when onr own is passed, we can 
live it again with and through them ; and perfasqa with a 
happiness deeper than they can quite understand or appreciate." 

He looked at her, at the serene tranquillity of her still bir 
face, at the shining sweetness of her liquid brown eyes, at the 
upright and slender figure, graceful in its outlines, and touched 
by that indefinable ^gnity and gentle aloofness which is the 
outcome of a lonely life that has held within its compass a 
long sorrow and burden silently and bravely borne. He 
looked, and as he did s(^ there came a new shining into his 
own eyes. 

But h^ too, had learnt reserve and patience in a different, 
though in some sort a kindred, school The retirance, the 
calmness, the patience^ which puzzled and almost fretted the 
spirit of Diana, was the natural result of training and of 
temperament to these two. Neither desired to snatch at 
happiness, to precipitate any sudden consummatioiL The 
long years of the past rolled between them in some sort as a 
great gulf. They had joined bands joyfully across this gulf. 
It was good to know, to feel, that friendship bridged it bo 
firmly and so well; and for the moment that was enough. 
The rest — if there were more to follow — could wait. 

Sir Humphrey's eyes dwelt earnestly upon the face of 
the woman he had loved all through the years of his youth, 
and whose image had stood betwixt him and that life to which 
a man in his position naturally looks forward, and in his eyes she 
was still as fair as ever. But there came to him the question 
whether it could be possible that she shotild wish to change 
the tranquil current of her lif^ even for one which might be 
outwardly almost as sheltered and tranquil 

With the modesty which is inherent in all finely-tempered 
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and generously-developed natures, Sir Humphrey felt how 
little be himself had to offer. He was close upon sixty. 
His health, though seemingly untouched by the Indian 
climate, might possibly give way unexpectedly before many 
years had passed. Esther's whole life since her girlhood bad 
been spent noTBiDg a failing father. Was it &ir to contemplate ' 
asking of her a second similar task — or even its possibility ?, 
She was still so young in his eyes, her silvery hair notwith- 
standing. She ought to enjoy this spell of tardy summer-tide 
untouched by other cares. He would wait ; he would watch ; 
be would seek to discover how it was with her. He had been 
patient all these years ; he could surely be patient still. She 
was so near him now, their intercourse was so free and sweet. 
That, at least, was his inalienably— if he did not recklessly 
endanger it by some fJEdse or precipitate step. A woman's 
soul is a sealed book to a tnan, more so, perhaps, than his 
to her. 

That tranquil reticence and reserve of spirit which had left 
its impress even upon Diana's youthful impetuosity was well 
known to her old friend, who, in spite of their intimacy, had 
never entirely penetrated it It was to him one of her 
greatest attractions, lending to her and encircling her with a 
certain soft mystery which made their friendship full of charm 
and of little unexpected surprises. No ; he did not desire her 
in any sort other than she was. She had been his ideal woman 
through his Ufe ; she was not less so now that her youth had 
passed, and she stood aside to watch the pastimes of the young 
as a specutor, not as a partaker, yet with a full and sweet 
sympathy of one whose heart will never grow old. 

" Esther I Esther 1 look at my babies I Don't they make 
wonderful progress I " 

Diana's clear, young voice came ringing over the water, as a 
large canoe, more firmly balanced than some others, owing to 
a contrivance of ballast devised by York, came skimming 
towards them in a somewhat irregular fashion. Diana was 
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lying at eoK gainst the cushioDs in the biader part, directing 
the zealous, but rather uncertain, efforts of the Rectoiy twins, 
wh(^ with a small paddle each, were delightedly Efdasbiog 
about in imitation of their elders, and fordng the liule light 
craft along in a ag-zig coune, to their own unbounded delight. 
As they saw the spectators on the bank they redoubled their 
efforts, shouting out joyously their baby-greeting : 

" Auntie Miss Lynne I Auntie Miss Lynne I — Sir Tiger 1 
Sir Tiger I " For York, having in some mysterious fashion 
developed into "Uncle Don," the higher-sounding title had 
reverted once more to Sir Humphrey. 

"Yes, yes, darlings, we see you I You are doing 
beautifully 1 But take care, my pets, take care I It is such 
a tippy little boat, Di dear, do you think it is quite safe for 
them ? " 

"Oh, as safe as a house! They're as right as rain,, those 
two 1 " cried Diana, laughing ; " and if anything happens, I'll 
undertake to haul out the drowned kittens all safe and sound ! 
Besides, in about two two's they'll be able to swim themselves ; 
won't you, kittens ? I carry them out of their depths every 
day on my back, and they splash themselves back into shallow 
water, just holding on to my pigtail behind. Very soon 
they'll despise even that frail support." 

At this moment up came Sally, splashing about lustily in a 
very light outrigger, with sliding seat, which she was striving 
to master. She could scull well enough in an ordinary boat, 
but the slider bothered her, and the exceeding lightness of 
the craft caused her to sway perilously from side to side. 
Diana's clear laugh rang over the water : 

" Go it, my dear I That's something like style I One good 
ciab, and youll be overboard I Look out I Youll have your 
right scull in the reeds in about no time I Then you'll be over 
like a shot Here, stop I— or you'll foul us next Easy a bit^ 
and take a look round you I That's it. Now, how do you 
find yourself? Not quite so easy as it looks, is it? " 
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Sally's &ce was a boiled lobster colour ; she woie the same 
dress as Di — a white serge skirt, with a fine white flannel shirt, 
a red tie and sash, and a coat to put on at wilL But somehow 
no one would have guessed to look at them that their club 
dress was identical. When Diana brought her skiff skilfully 
to shore, banded out the " babies " — to the lelief of Esther — 
and invited Sir Humphrey for a paddle, standing up with tbe 
longer paddle in her bands, prepared to play the part of 
gondolier whilst he took his ease in tbe rear part — her ull, 
slender figure, instinct with strength and grace, formed an 
extraordinary contrast to that of Sally, who had shoved herself 
towards the bank, and landed with that elephantine leap of 
hers which always convulsed Di each time she saw it. Sally 
was not heavy or really clumsy, or she would have had her 
boat over in a second; but she managed to convey the 
impression of clumsiness and ponderous weight, whilst Diana, 
with her out-of-the-way height, and with considerable breadth 
of shoulder and development <^ muscular strength, looked 
fairy-like by comparison. 

Archie came dashing up through the water in a rainbow 
cloud of spray. He, too, sprang ashore nearly sending his 
canoe under in doing so. 

"Well, Miss Sally, and how do you and the skiff hit it off 
together T " 

" Oh, it's a t»t of a beast — but I'll best it yet I " answered 
Sally, with her customary fine frankness of diction. "I've 
always longed to manage a sliding seat, especially since Rudolf 
said it wasn't the sort of thing for girls to do. When he takes 
that high and mighty tone, I always yearn and bum to do the 
things. I mean to go at it tooth and nail, and get a dab at it 
before be comes home. He'll be so awfully di^justed. He's 
got a touch of the governor in him. It comes out different, 
you know ; but it's there, all the same. And I can coax dad 
a deal better than Rudolf. Not that I bother much about 
bjipr One's not bofind to obejr one's brother^ and he's a f^ood 
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tort mosAj; but he's got woatt ot the nuter's stodgy ideas, 
«od thit tliny* liles iiie a Ul" 

" I'm going to try that ncer next, Sally," cried Di, as with 
her new passenger she skimmed off along the shining water. 
"Esther, hara some tea ready for us soon. We shall all be 
like fishes by four o'clock. There's quite a gathering out 
to-day. Be a dariing and feed us aU. II! tell them they 
needn't be shy o( coming. I want to have a talky-talky — a 
real palaver presently with the club girls. For the Qeetboipe 
Re^tta comes on early in August, and if we mean to make 
entries we must begin to think about it and settle something. 
I rather think wetl start a county regatu of our own, or at 
least, some water sports aud games. Things are humming 
very well, considering we've only just started. Archie has 
been a host in himselt You are quite a benefactor, Sir 
Humphrey, to have imported such a delightful and inventive 
genius into the place. All the girls declare it is going to be a 
delightful summer, and the last two have been so dull, they 
say." 

It was true that this water-dub had been started at a very 
propitious moment The previous year, owing to the war, 
and the one before, perhaps because of the unsettled condition 
of aflairs and the war-rumouis in the air, had been very quiet 
ones through the district, and this year, owing to Court 
mourning, many families owning the large places round had 
refrained from going up to town in the usual way, but had 
remained at their country seats. This made the young peo|:Je 
all the more willing and eager for any diversion which might 
offer itself; and the sudden and complete fashion in wUch 
sleepy little Oeethorpe bad suddenly developed into an aquatic 
centre, with a regular flotilla of canoes, boats, and even a couple 
of gondolas, had taken the whole place by storm. 

It was a capital district for water sports. A network of 
small streams meandered through the peaceful meadows and 
farmed ccmnectiog links (or divisions, as you choose to tak^ 
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it) between the various properties. These streams were too 
narrow for the most part for boats, and there were frequent 
rapids, or fallen trees, or a too great tangle of reeds and sedges 
for navigiitioo to be easy. But light canoes, which could be 
dragged ashore and carried round obstructions, were the very 
thing for the countiy, and willing arms and hands set to work 
in dozens of places to clear away obstructions, so that the 
waterways might bs more readily available ; and already it had 
been discovered that Diana Conquest and Archie Vanborough 
were the presiding spirits of the new pastime, and that there 
was no pleasanter rendezvous for rest and refreshment on A 
hot afternoon than the garden of Convent House, where all 
members were made welcome by Esther Lyrme, with a sweet 
and ready hospitality which put all intruders at ease. 

MOTeover, it was Miss Lynne who had permitted a little 
backwater in her garden to be used as the bousing-place for 
all the club craft She had erected there a big^ rough boat- 
house, lai^ enough to accommodate all the boats and canoes ; 
and what was more, she told off one of her under-gardeners to 
keep these dean, and swab them out, and look to the proper 
housing of the cushions in a little arbour close by, where they 
would keep dry in any weather. So it was natural that her 
bouse should be a gatheiing-pla(% ; and the frequent appearance 
of Sir Humphrey Vanborough, either upon the water or in the 
gardens of Nun's Bower en Convent House, was not without 
its element of attraction. Diana sometimes told him that 
she thought his sobriquet should be changed from "Sir 
Tiger" to "Sir Lion," for he was becoming quite a lion in 
the neighbourhood, whether he knew it or not. 

Diana liked to get Sir Humphry to herself sometimes, and 
sweep along through the chain of ponds and down into the 
main stream below. She was not unaware of the admiring 
glances which followed her progress in and amongst the other 
craft, noc the impression produced by her beauty, her grace, 
hft skill. She liked to know that Sir Humphrey witnessed 
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her small triumphs. She had come to value the qnietly 
appreciative glance of his steady, kindly eyes. He was one 
of the few men she habitually met who did not pay her 
compliments, either extravagant, playful, or humble, as the 
case might be. Though he treated her with the kindly 
intimacy of an old friend, he never over-stepped the limits 
of his old-world code of line courtesy and good breeding. 
Modem as she was herself, and used to the outspoken 
eamaroiUrieia which she had been reared, this chivalrous respect 
and reserve charmed her more than anything she had hitherto 
experienced. She b^n in Sir Humphrey's presence to tone 
dovm her own vocabulary in some sort She was not conscious 
of any restraining influence ; their intimacy was very real, and 
■he was always happy and at ease with him ; yet, for all that, 
he exercised a silent power upon her, the strength of which 
she would have been astonished to discover had the matter 
ever entered her thoughts. 

That very day she' heard a few words spoken by some of 
the club members who were leaving the boat-house whilst she 
was tying up her canoe in the shadow — words which sent hot 
thrills through her pulses, though she affected to herself to 
laugh in ulent mirth. 

" Isn't she lovely ? All the boys are nuid about her, and 
really one doesnt wonder. But I don't much think they have 
a chance." 

" There is safety in numbers, you mean ? " 

" Well, I didn't mean that exactly ; I was thinking that she 
looked as though she might be booked already. Have you 
noticed Sir Humphrey Vanborough ? " 

" Why, he's old enough to be her father," 

"Men marry wives young enough to be their daughters 
every day." 

" That's true ; and often I think those are the wives who 
have the best time of it Sir Humphrey is perfectly charming, 
»i)d he isn't a bit old. Only I thought — " 
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But b; this time the speakers had got out of earshot, sod 
Diana, sinceiely glad that she had insisted upon landing her 
companion before taking the canoe to its moorings, emerged 
from the shadows with shining eyes and laughing lips. 

" How girls do love pairing off their acquaintances t " she 
said to herself; " and what mare's nests they do get hold of! " 

Nevertheless, there was a peculiar brilliancy about Diana 
that afternoon as she made the centre of the white-clad bevy 
of merry girls, towering above them in height, seeming by 
natural right to take her place as their queen and champion. 
They had many matters to discuss tc^ether, but all seemed to 
look to Di for guidance ; and she regarded Archie Vanborough 
as ber henchman and right hand. He was deputed to make 
an expedition to Cleeport, and discover whether, at the 
approaching regatta, there were any " events " coming off in 
which the Cleethorpe Girls' Club could take part 

" We won't go in to be beaten, mind that, Archie," spoke 
Diana, in her imperious way. " We must be victorious if we 
put in an appearance at all. Women can always beat men if 
they try ! " 

"Oh, gracious, yes! "cried Archie, with a droll side^lance 
towards a group of the despised sex who were kindly 
permitted to be "honorary" members of the Girts' Qub. 

These lads exploded with untimely mirth, and Diana 
flashed one of her brilliant and imperious glances at them. 

"You didn't wait till I had finished," she said. "Women 
can beat men at sports which depend upon quickness and 
agility and skill rather than on brute strength." 

•■ I'd sooner trust to brute strength I " shouted Sally, 
brandishing a paddle boat-hook which had lately become her 
&vourite weapon in lieu of hockey- or golf-stick or croquet 
mallet. Sally could never be happy without some " besom of 
destruction," as Archie called it, in her hand, and her 
interpolation evoked another roar of laughter from the boys. 

"Order, order!" cried Di's clear young voice, rising above 
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the clamour ; but there was not much moie order to be got 
out of that meeling, and it shortly broke up amid Luightei and 
merry banter, some of the guests reluraii^ by water, others 
striking across footpaths in many dirergent directions, the rest 
driving back in the conveyances which had brought them 
from more distant homes. 

Stella had a very pretty little canoe of her own, given her by 
York, who wa* himself enjoying greatly a mode of locomotion 
which was easier to him than any other, and from which his 
many injuries did not seriously debar him. 

Although his left arm was very weak, his right was sttonj^ 
and by a little dexterous practice he was enabled to use the 
paddle with fair ease and success. Stella delighted to 
accompany him on his small voyages. He taught her the 
Qse of the paddle, and she relieved him whenever he was 
tired. The intimacy between the two had ripened rapidly, 
and Diana was fostering it all she could, in the good-natured 
hope that Stella would console herself for the loss of Rudolf 
Hastings as a lover in the attentions of her distant kinsman. 

For Rudolf had paid two fiying viuts since the Vanboroughs 
arrived at Nun's Bower, and IMana was very well assured 
that his fancy — if ever he bad really had one — for Stdla 
Sinclair was a thing of the past She found hjm an enter- 
taining and exhihuatiog coinrade. He was aSibitious, and 
so was she ; a note of common sympathy and interest was 
struck at once between them. His talk, brilliant and 
cultured, opened up new vistas for her, gave her glimpses 
into a seething world of which she knew almost nothing, 
but desired to know more. A man with prospects and 
aspirations like that to marry a little country parson's 
daughter without a penny 1 Absurd I — it would be ruination 
to his career I Fancy Stella in the world of politics, 
with the flood of party feeling surging round her, in a 
position where tact, satxnr fain, diplomacy, and periiaps a 
(iRle innocent intn^uii^ would be invaluable — it wm ridicDlfnif 
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to think of such a. thing I Probably Rudolf uw that for 
bimselt Certainly it was not Stella at this juncture lAoin 
be sou^t oat ; his confidences were not poured into her ears. 
Bat each time that he went away Diana felt she knew him 
better, had advanced a step in intimacy, and was more vividly 
interested in his fiituie^ and iu the drama of the political stage 
than she had ever been before. 

But Stella knew nothing of this ; for the fresh interest in her 
life had enabled her to put away the achings of r^ret which 
for a while had followed her dedsion with respect to Rudolf. 
She hoped she had done right ; but it was not a matter upon 
which she could speak, even with her so-called uncle. And 
she found it answer best to think of it as little at possible. 

As Stella piloted her canoe down stream towards home, 
York accompanying her, as be liked to do for a chat with her 
father, he chanced to put his hand beneath the cushions, and 
drew out a parcel from beneath. It was some exercise-books 
for the children, wrapped in paper, but the paper was covered 
with clever little pencil-sketches of the different boats and 
canoes and their occupants, dashed in with such a skilful 
touch, and so much vivid characterisation, that York exclaimed 
in surprise : 

" My dear child I yon never told me you had your mother's 
gift I" 

Stella's face was crimson ; she looked much taken back. 

" Oh, I did not mean anybody to see. I only did them for 
tame little Phoebe. She got left out in the cold, somehow. 
She is not a pretty or taking child, and is just getting to the 
shy, gawky age, and Ancles notxidy cares for her. It amused 
her to see me draw, and she forgot her little troubles. But, 
indeed, I did not mean you to see." 

"My dear, why not? It is a great gift. Look at that 
sketch of Miss Conquest— only a few strokes — and yet it tells 
BO much 1 Stella, I think you see more than people give you 
credit for," 
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She coloured hotij, for she knew what he meant She had 
felt it almost ungenerous ; but she had not been able to help 
giving to her representation of Di just that suggestion of 
aggressiveness which the grace and beauty of the original 
deftly di^;uised. It was not caricature ; but one touch more 
and it would have been. 

York looked long at the drawing, and laid it aside, glancing 
into Stella's face. 

"You are biding your light beneath a bushel, my dear. 
Some day you must tell me why," 
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Archie was looking squarely at her, a misture of seriousness 
aod banter in his eyes. 

"A ghost — at Nun's Bower? No, I've never seen the 
glinipse of such a thing. I suppose it's the proper thing for 
an old house to have its traditional spook, but — " 

"The odd thing about this one, though," interrupted Diana, 
"is that so far as I can gather it isn't a traditional spook at all. 
Tradition seems to have been lacking in imagination. Esther 
has told me that there are no ghostly traditions either about 
her house or yours. This spook is a purely modem arrival, or a 
revival of some dead-and-gone ghost of the past. But I tell 
you several people declare they have seen the gliding, shadowy 
figure, and there is a certain unanimity in their description of 
the apparition." 

" Village bumpkins 1 " ejaculated Archie, with a good- 
natured contempt, "a fine story they make about nothing. 
One sees — and the rest tbink they do, and follow up the lead. 
Pouff!" 

Diana had hesitated once or twice before speaking again ; 
but alter a pause sbe suddenly broke out : 

"It isn't only the country bumpkins who have seen the 
thing, Archie, unless you count me as such. For I've seen it 
myself I " 

"You!" cried Archie, in undisguised. amazement ; "well, 
that collars the crumjjet and no mistake ! " 

"Until I heard of somebody else seeing it too, I scarcely 
157 
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knew whether I beliered in my own eyes," continued Diana. 
" For one thing, I never believed in ghosts ; for another {if it 
isn't a bit of a bull), I never thought I was the right sort for 
seeing them, if they were there. When one bears of noises, 
one says 'rats.' When one hears of vague and ghostly 
happenings and misfortunes, one says 'drains.' When one 
hears of apparitioDS, one says ' liver.' That's been about my 
attitude of miad I've said that last word to myself since my 
own experiences of ghost-seeing. But so far as I know, my 
liver's all right. And yet I believe I've seen the i^antom nan 
on two distinct occasinis, and each time within the predncts 
of Nun's Bower." 

And led on by Archie's eager questions, she gave him the 
full account of the two times when she had believed herself 
either the victim of delusion or else the witness to some occult 
l^enomenon. 

"A nuHj you say — the thing has that appearance, has 
it?" 

" It certainly has that appearance. It has been very dark 
both times I hare seen it ; but the white coif round the bead 
has been the most conspicuous thing about it And the 
village bumpkins who profess to have seen it all say the same. 
It appears to be a woman clad in grey, with a white coif about 
the head ; and coming from Nun's Bower, or being seen in 
those precincts, naturally one first thinks of a nun." 

" You bad not heard of a ghostly nun before you saw the 
figure?" 

" No. And I have not spoken a syllable about it to anyone 
till now. I wasn't going to set any rumour afloat I was a 
bit ashamed of having seen the spook-Uke thing myself. 
Archie, do you believe there are such things as ghosts ? " 

" Not much I " he answered, ruminating the while somewhat 
hard for him, "at least, you know, I've an open mind on the 
subject One hears things one can't altogether pooh-pooh. 
But I believe a great deal more in some tomfoolery or trick, 
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when one hears of phantom nuns and so forth. I'd phantom 
tboDt if I could once lay hold on them ! " 

Archie looked almost savage, remembering a certain murder- 
ous knife-blade he had seen in York's hands not so very long 
ago. Could the two things have any connection ? — the glid- 
ing figure of the coifed nun and that snake-like niEtle amid the 
underwood, which York had beard just before he made his 
significant find? Sir Humphrey had sworn his friends to 
silence upon that incident for the present, and Archie's lips were 
sealed. But it Sashed into his mind that the ghost and the 
knife might have some connection, and he spoke musingly. 

" Do you mink. Miss Conquest, it could be possible that 
there should be any sort of plot afoot in the village to get Sir 
Humphrey out of Nun's Bower agdn ? Yes, I don't wonder 
you look surprised. But it's not an unheard-of thing for a 
house, left empty year after year, to become a place of very 
coDvenieDt resort for the bad characters of the place^r 
perhaps even those of some more distant locality. In old dmes 
one would have thought that perhaps smi^Iers from the 
coast might use it as a depositary for their goods ; but in these 
days that seems scarcely probable, though one does hear of 
clever and organised smuggling still carried on where one 
would least expect it. A bouse such as ours presents a great 
variety of possibilities. No servants in the main buildii^ ; a 
curious construction which enables an intruder to dodge about 
in a marvellous marmer, and circle round and round in case 
of pursuit, escaping in a variety of ways. If anything illicit 
were going on in or near Cleethorpe— even the poaching which 
at some seasons of the year is a regular trade still — a house 
like this would be uncommonly handy, one can fancy ; and it 
would disgust the gang who used it not a little to find it no 
longer available. Realty, the notion of getting up a ghost " 
(" and a dangerous one, too," he added mentally, though he did 
not speak these words aloud) ^'to try and scare the legal 
intruder away, would be rather a brilliant one, and has been 
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known to do the trick before now. I decbu« I believe we are 
on the light scent after all ! " 

Diana's face had flushed botly. 

" I bate model Tillages," she criedi " if this Cleetborpe is a 
Epecimen) A little cockered-up place, run by the parson's 
daughter ! — chock full of the latest crazes in the way of 
councils and guilds and associations and all the tommy-rot 
you can think of. And at heart just as bad as it can be I 
Hear the Squire on the subject ! Oh, it's enough to make me 
turn b^h Tory 1 And when they get a man here like Sir 
Humphrey, to try and scare him away by their pettifc^ging 
little trumpery tricks 1 I'd like to ghost them, I would i " 

Archie laughed at her sudden vehemence. 

" Well, if that's the game, they might know (if they knew 
anything of their man) that it was foreordained to failure. 
The boss will stay in his own house just as long as it suits 
him, and will not budge an inch for any sort of silly intimida- 
tion. But you need not be quite so down on Cleethorpe, Di." 
Archie sometimes let this name slip Irom him when the two 
were alone together, and had never been rebuked. The girl 
liked him, and was quite ready to admit him to terms of 
brotherly intimacy. He was utterly and entirely her stave, 
and she knew it, and did not trouble to assert her authority. 
" I think it's almost more likely that the offenders come farther 
afield than just the village. But I mean to keep eyes and 
ears open. They may have accomplices in the place who are 
spreading rumours. Perhaps things are not moving fast 
enough for them. You saw this apparition, it seems, more 
than two months ago, before we arrived on the scene at alU 
It may be they are disappointed at results, and want to set 
rumour flying, hoping to create a scare of some sort TTiere 
is no knowing." 

Diana's eyes were glowing with a curious mixture of 
emotions. 

" Oh, if that's the game, let us all help to play it for them I " 



UigilizKl,, Google 



tbe pbantom tlun n^i 

she cried. " If tbey waDt ghosts, let 'em have them, by all 
means ! If they want to scare other folks, let as get up a good 
scare for them. Ill play ghost for Cleethorpe. I've had half 
a mind to do it before. If it's a case of tit-for-tat, I'm doubly 
teady. If they want to scare us, well show them that it's a 
game that two can play at. Pbantom nun I Well, they shall 
have on^ and my b<^ey shall be a long sight better than 
anything they've thought of themselves ! " 

Where Diana was concerned, Arehie was blind to every 
consideration save to do her will. Whatever mad-cap project 
she evolved, he was ready to carry out with faithful docility. 
Moreover, this particular idea rather appealed to him. He 
was decidedly puzzled by sundry small things which had 
transpired of late. York, who was a bad sleeper, and often 
passed wakeful nights, when pain kept his senses on the stretch, 
had more than once spoken of his conviction as to the presence 
of some stealthy presence in the house ; but owing to bis 
slowness of movement, he was never able to dash out upon 
the intruder, and had never caught a glimpse of anytbing as 
yet. Sir Humpfarey had spoken occasionally of a curious 
sensation of not being alone, particularly in the long drawing- 
room, where Diana had experienced a precisely similar feeling. 
Archie had not infrequently kept watch and vigil, trying to 
surprise and dodge the intruder ; but hitherto without any 
success. The creature either did not chance to put in an 
appearance that nigbt, or had some inkling of his presence, 
and made off. He was more and more disposed to suspect 
trickery in the matter, and was rather chagrined that rustic 
delinquents should have so far outwitted him. 

He could not beUeve the matter more serious than some 
plot to get rid of the owner of Nun's Bower before the autumn 
should set in. Sir Humphrey himself had spoken of poachers, 
and that seemed the most likely supposition. Ignorant men 
were generally superstitious. It might be that to create a 
counter scare as regards Nun's Bower might have a salutary 
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effect Archie had an inner consciousness that if he were to 
speak to his kinsman on the subject, the proposed plan would 
be instantly vetoed. But his chiefest desire was to please 
Diana Conquest ; the giri was eagerly resolved upon her 
madcap prank, and Archie was determined at all costs to aid 
and abet 

It was not difficult to satisfy her wishes. Just at this 
juncture there was practically no mooa The nights were 
still and dim, never too dark for the due carrying out of the 
project, but dark enough to give sufficient cover to conspirators, 
and to facilitate th^ movements. 

Just at this time strange whispen were going abroad, 
confined for the most part to ±e village itself, but carried by 
the servants into some of the lai^r houses, that a ghostly 
figure was not infrequently to be seen gliding up the avenue 
towards Nun's Bower, or through the dense shrubberies which 
surrounded it. The postboy, commg up with a belated letter, 
or telegram, bad seen the apparition more than once. Billy 
Blake, the odd job tad, employed by pretty well every house 
in turn, told the same tale. A woman on her way to Convent 
House at night to ask aid of Miss Lynne in a moment of 
emergency had been terribly scared by the sight of the 
phantom nun. They all called it that ; for the chiefest thing 
about it was the white coif round the head, which all swore ta 
What the rest of the dim and shadowy figure looked like none 
could rightly say ; but all could testily to the white folds about 
the head, and the dim darkness of the shrouded (ace. 

It was with something like a sympathetic start that Archie, 
in the dim recesses of the boat-bouse, lighted only by the 
phosphorescent gleam of the phantom craft he had so 
carefully prepared, saw stealing in upon him the gliding 
phantom figure with the white folds of linen round the head. 
His start was noted by his accomplice as she approached, and 
Di's silvery laugh, mutOed and subdued, set his heart beating 
to a different tune. 
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" You are delightful, Archie I What a real gbost-boat you 
have got for me ; it will just attract attention, and light up 
my ghostlioess without betraying too much. You are a 
capital boy, and you can come aloog with me for a little way ; 
but you must not betray yourself or me. I bet you anything 
you like nobody will dare approach to investigate matters I I 
shall just be sighted by a few belated stragglers, and seen from 
a few cottage windows looking on to the water. I shall set 
tongues wagging, or it wouldn't be Cleethorpe. And if any 
of the real ghost-makers are abroad, on mischief or anything 
else, well pay them out in their own coin." 

"And you want me tuck here to remove all traces on your 
return?" he said; "I wish you'd have let me come with you 
as a phantom boatman." 

*' Ob, no ; that would have spoiled the whole show. The 
nun would never be attended like that We must keep up 
appearances, or we shall upset the apple-cart. Now, Archie, 
just help me in, and anange my ghostly robes properly. 
Follow me down to the bridge, but then come back here and 
wait for me. If you go too far you'll he seen, and that would 
(pve tis away at once." 

A minute later, and forth from the boat-house there crept a 
faintly-luminous ctaft, looking more like some gigantic shell 
than a boat, as it floated softly down the stream. That it 
could be steered, and even propelled noiselessly against the 
current was obvious to anyone critically watching its course ; 
but the almost motionless figure seated in it appeared to be 
borne along without any effort or act of her own. Archie 
covered his mouth with his hand to keep back the chuckling 
laugh which well-nigh broke from him. The phosphorescent 
light illumined the ghost-like motionless figure, the faint light 
seeming to concentrate itself upon the white coif, leaving the 
face in deepest shadow, so that the ghasUy effect was almost 
produced of there being no face at all— only a blank, 
featureless mask. Soft-falling grey robes fell ghost-like 
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about the figure, and the whole eBect was uneaithljr in the 



Archie, choking with sapi»«ssed laughter, cautiously followed 
the course of the little craft till it had reached the bridge, 
beneath which it gUded forth into the wider waters of the 
Qee. He saw that the girl was ^le to manage it with perfect 
ease, and without any apparent motion. He bad been at 
some pains to arrange an unseen propeller which one so well 
used as Diana to aquatic manceuvres could manipulate with 
the minimum of motion. The phantom nun looked as though 
carved out of stone — so rigid and motionless was her pos& 
Archie watched the boat round the bend of the stream, and 
permitted himself the luxury of a bant guffaw. 

"Well, I only hope that some of those chape are on the 
look-out to-night ! A regular case of the biter bit, I should 
say. I wish she'd have let me go with her ; not but what she's 
as right as a house. Nobody in this blessed little hole of a 
place would dare tackle a thing like that ! But it^ set tongues 
wagging, and no mistake ; and if it doesn't scare the real ghosts, 
maybe it will make them suspect that their trick is discovered, 
and that they'd best lie low for a spell." 
■ Archie had crossed the stream by the bridge, and after 
retracing his steps and entering the precincts of Convent 
House, did not immediately return to the boat-house, but 
sauntered along beside the fish-ponds till he found himself at 
the entrance to the long yew mdk, which ran down almost to 
the water's edge. He had just set bis foot within this, when 
suddenly be gave a great start, and exclaimed beneath bii 
breath: 

" Holy Moses I there's the other of them I " 

For he was certain be had seen something white, at a 
considerable distance from the ground, flitting ghost-like up 
the avenue. Nothing but the white spot was visible to him ; 
but instantly he was certain that it must be the coifed head of 
the phantom nun, and gave chase with a silent impetuosity 
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wbich took him orer the soft tmf at a high rate erf speed 
Agaia he caught sight of the white coi^ this time perceptibly 
nearer, and made a dash towards it. Archie was a trained 
athlete. He was pretty certain no rustic encumbered bj 
drapery had a chance against him. The white spot seemed to 
be stationary for a moment, as though iu wearer had just 
beard the sound of pursuit Then it moved, glided onwards 
rapidly, with a sinuous, scarcely - perceptible motion that 
was quite fore^ to the young fellow's preconc^ved ideas of 
the mn of a village lad or yokel But he was too hot in 
pursuit to give over-much heed to the character of the 
movements of the quarry. That came to his mind later. 
For the present he was engrossed in catching up with the 
figure, whose long dim garments were becoming Eaintly visible 
to him in the gr^ dusk of the midsummer night 

He had flung away all secrecy of movement ; he was pursuing 
now fiercely and at top speed. The hunted phantom was 
gliding before him with a swiftness that was astonishing ; but 
still Archie gained upon it It seemed aware of this, and 
suddenly defiecting its direction, plunged into the tangled 
shrubberies, intersected by many half-overgrown paths, glided 
down one of these, the twigs making marvellously little sound 
as the thing dived through them — not half the noise Archie 
was conscious of making himself. The boughs and tangled 
undergrowth bothered him a good deal more than it seemed 
to bother the quarry; still he saw the white coif before him, 
till it suddraly seemed to dip and vanish. He supposed at 
the first that it was merely hidden from view by a sharp turn 
in the path at some fresh tai^le of undergrowth. But it 
certainly had seemed to fall earthwards and disappear in a 
mound covered by rough grass and stones, where he 
came himself to a sudden stop, half falling over the 
impediment in the path. When be rose again and listened 
attentively, not a sound could he hear. The night wind just 
whirred in the trees overhead, the owb hooted in ^reetin^ 
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Of cballei^ ; but not a loond laggestiTe of hunutn proxiimtr 
fell upon his atrained senses. Not a gtimnier of white could 
he see before him, though now the view lay less impeded to 
bis gaze; for he had approached that little stream which 
formed the boundary of Sir Humphrey's property, and widened 
out into the pool which he made his bathing-place. 

" Done, by jingo I " cried Archi^ chagrined ; " I did think 
I'd got the fellow into a tight place that time 1 I'm not often 
outrun, and I don't believe in melting into thin aii. But 
where in thunder could the creature have got to f I should 
have heard a splash if water had been touched, and short of 
that there's noway of escape that I can think of I" 

He stood looking about him. He kicked the stoaes beneath 
his feet, as though they were in some way in collusion with the 
phantom, and at last, with a muttered " Well, I'm jiggered I " 
he walked back in the direction of his rendezvous with Oiana, 
more perplexed than he had been for a considerable time. 

" It's a stupid bit of business ; but it's devilish clever," he 
remu'ked to himself, and with the memory of that gleaming 
knife before him, be concluded it might be devilish in more 
ways than one. " I'd give a good d^ to unravel the tangle 
— I would, indeed. Don't think this prank of Diana's is going 
to work the oracle much. I incline to believe there's a cleverer 
bead or hand in it than she's b^:un to think so far. I wonder 
what the boss makes of it. He's so dead quiet, you never 
know. I don't know whether Di will tell him of her escapade, 
or what he would think of it I'm afraid we shan't read the 
riddle that way." 

Di returned in great spirits from her ghostly voyage. She 
had been just suffidently seen to satis^ her, and she had 
produced an effect quite to her own liking. 

" I don't think any villagers will come here playing ghosts 
in a hurry," she remarked. " I fancy they've bad a taste of 
their own brew which will last them a long while. I got out 
4t the churchyard, and did a bit of a j^de round the |[rave9 
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there. The sexton's wife saw me at it, I'm not sure you 
won't hear her shrieking still if you listen hard enough. I 
took to my skiff then, and came back. We shall hear a fine 
tale to-morrow morning, you bet ! " 

" And, meantime, I've been having a ghost hunt on my own 
account," said Archie, feeling that it would be mean to keep 
his own adventure to himself. "The rival nun was out 
to-night, and I sighted her, and gave chase. But she escaped 
me, and apparently vanished into thin air ; where he, she, or 
it got to I can't imagine. I'm going to hunt that shrubbery 
out to-morrow by daylight. But she bested roe that time, and 
no mistake. If I did believe in real live spooks, I should 
say I'd seen one to-night ! " 

" A good many people will be saying that to-morrow ! " 
laughed Di, who was elated with excitement of her adventure ; 
" but really your adventure is quite exciting, Archie. I roust 
get home now, or Esther may discover roy abserK^ and be in 
a pucker ; but 111 come and hunt with you to-morrow. I'm 
quite determined to get to the bottom of the matter. It would 
be too ridiculous if it were to baulk the whole lot of us ! " 

She disappeared laughingly in the direction <rf' the house, 
and Archie, looking a^er her, stroked his face, and said : 

" I wonder if this is going to be another case of—' There are 
more things in heaven and earth, Horatio, than are dreamed 
of in our philosophy I ' " 
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CHAPTER XVI 

ON CONQUEST BSHT 

Diana's eyes were wide with ainate. Really, this was a new 
e]q>erience. She acaicely believed her ean when first it 
dawned upon her that Colonel Y(^ was actually daring to take 
her to task, to blame her, to criticise her actions I Yet there 
was no mistaking the dear and terse import of his words. 
Tru^ she bad provoked the attack by herself leading up to 
the subject, and giving a graphic account of the " scare " she 
had inflicted a few nights before upon Cleethorpe, with which 
the place was ringing yet ; but that this silent soldier, with 
whom, in spite of constant meetings, she had scarcely ever 
really conversed or exchanged opinions, should actually dare 
to criticise her to her face was a startling novelty. It arrested 
her attention. It set her studying him as she had never 
thought it worth while to do before. And more than this, it 
opened her eyes to a certain fact to iriiich she had hitherto 
remained blind, and she found herself observing York, and 
appraising him in a fashion she had never thought of doing 
heretofore ; whilst the conclusion she reached in her headlong 
method was summed up in a few brief phrases which she 
formulated to herself. 

" Really, he is a distinguished-looking man. I had no idea 
he would ever be so handsome. He was such a scarecrow 
when he came ; but how wonderfully he has improved I He's 
rather interesting, too. I declare he's much too good for 
Stella. Stella ts a namby-pamby— a good httle soul, but 
tiresome. She wants a tame curate for a husband. A roan 
168 
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tike that would be thrown away upcHi her ; she'd drive him silly 
with her little finikin ways. Really, I believe 111 cultiTate 
bim mysell Ifs most improving to hear him puU my 
cbaiacter to pieces like that" 

A sparide crept into Diana's eyes. She looked exceedingly 
attractive that sunny morning, as she stood in a picturesque 
pose in the prow of the gondola, into which she had invited 
Colonel York to step^ promising him a " lift," as she phrased 
i^ down to the Rectory, whither he was bent. She was in her 
club white and red, the vivid colour in her cheeks contrasted 
with the peculiar fairness of her skin producing a somewhat 
dazzling effecL The golden gleam which had leaped into her 
eyes brapoke a certain stress of feeling, and she was conscious 
of experiencing one of those quidc thrills of emotion which 
stimulated and excited her Itmg hefixe she traced them to 
their source. 

She had once told Esther that she could not endure to be 
criUcised or found fault with. This was true ; but her rebellion 
agunst such criticism was apt to take different forms. When 
it aroused scorn and anger she generally had her flash out — 
and then, in her oim phrase, " made tracks." To-day, how- 
ever, she had no disposition to follow out that line of action. 
Her mentor was a man — that was in itself a thing unique ; and 
a well-looking man to boot — which made the experience more 
piquanL She found herself aroused and interested rather than 
annoyed. And beneath the surface surprise and amusement 
lay another dawning sentiment — this man must be conquered ; 
be must not escape her sway. If she in measure felt bis 
power, he must be made to feel hers. Hitherto she had 
scarcely given him a thought ; now she found herself regarding 
him with considerable interest, and telling herself that she had 
been decidedly blind ; or else that the past two months bad 
wrought a very great change in Donald York. 

Both these things were true. York's improvement in 
health had beea gradual and imperceptible, but it was none 
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the less steady and real The voyage home had been beneficial, 
and this quiet, restful lire in nirroundings so pleasant, and 
through a delightful English summer, had brought a measure 
of healing and recupendve power which was gradually making 
a new man of the battered soldier. Physically he would 
never be much "good" again; he would never walk rapidly, 
or be able to do many things which others could without a 
thought. But he was losing that weary sense of exhaustion 
and that constant, wearing, neuralgic pain, which for so long 
bad sapped away such energy and vitality as remained to 
him, and made life too often nothing but a burden. As a 
natural outcome of this improved state of things he had 
slowly lost the drawn and cadaverous aspect which had made 
him something of a death's-head on his first landing. He 
was very gradually putting on flesh, and beneath the ingrained 
bronie of his long exposure to tn^ical climate a healthier 
tint was beginning to replace the almost livid pallor which had 
been painfully apparent before. In fact, York might in time 
recover some measure of those good looks which had once 
caused him to be called the handsomest man in his regiment, 
though he would never recover more than a measure of that 
vigour and strength which his own courage and gallantry had 
been the cause of his losing. 

To-day, for the first time, it dawned upon Diana that 
this change was going on, and that she had too quickly ruled 
York out of her life and her thoughts. She paused now, as 
they glided out of the chain of fish-ponds into the shady 
windings of the river, and she looked at him from beneath the 
golden-brown fringe of her long lashes, and said, with a 
tentative little smile : 

" I think you have been hearing tales from Stdk. Stella 
does not like me. I am not good enough for her." 

Diana spoke with that admirable frankness which was too 
chatactertstic of her to ezdte wonder or embarrassment 
York's grave gaie met hers squarely as he mftde answer ; 
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" Of coarse Stella has felt vexed about it. Mis. Gre^ssoo was 
made quite til with the fright, and one small child who saw the 
phantom boat on the river had a fit of something approaching 
convulsions. It set the whole place talking, and then the 
truth came out I do not think it can have been very pleasant 
for Miss Lynne, either. That soil of exploit cannot often be 
carried through without unpleasant after-results." 

Diana Uiughed a httle recklessly. 

" Oh, Esther is very good. She understands me — nobody 
else does. Of course, I got a titde scolding, but that was all 
right I daresay I deserved it But when I told Esther I had 
a reason for what I did, that it wasn't just an escapade without 
any raison d'&re for it, she hdieved me. I suppose you 
wouldn't ! " 

Diana's glance at York was half defiant, half appealing, and 
wholly bewitching. His grave face slightly relaxed as he 
made answer: 

" Pray do not think that I arrogate to myself the place of 
your judge. Miss Conquest That would be a grave imperti- 
nence on my part. You began the subject, and challenged 
my opinion. I gave it you. And I may add that I have a 
private grievance of my own in this matter, but that, of course, 
you did not know." 

Diana's eyes kindled. She leaned forward eageriy. 

" I wish you would tell me," she siud ; " you know that I 
have myself seen the other ghost— the real phantom nun — 
whom I tried to personate the other night, hoping by that 
means to scare off the other intruder, who would he certain to 
hear of my impersonation. That was what I really wanted to 
do; only, having had to own up, so that these precious scared 
folks may be able to sleep in their beds in peace again, has 
just gone and spoiled the whole show." 

"So that was your motive, was it, Miss Conquest? Well, I 
see your point. But I particularly did not want that first 
ghost scared away. I was setthig my traps to try and comej- 

UigilizKl,, Google 



i7> trbe niece of £0tber X^ne 

him — or her — or it And now I «m afraid jrou may hare 
frightened it away for a Bpell. Wboerer it ia that comes— 
■hort of a real apparition, which thee«7 I ihall not too readily 
accept — comes with some deliberate purpose, and a ptupose 
which I fear is malevolent and inimical to Sir Humphrey. As 
an idle man, whose eyes and ears are the <mly things he has of 
much value to himself or others at present, I have been 
keeping close watch and ward since my suspidons were first 
aroused. I have been laying roy own plans, and this mid- 
summer weather with its short, light nights was all in my 
favour. If, as I fear, your action may result in the temporary 
withdrawal of the unseen foe, things may become more difficult. 
The crisis will be postponed and my chances of capture lessened. 
That is the private crow I have to pluck with you. Miss 
Conquest But I absolve you from any knowledge that your 
action would be in any wise harmful to Sir Humphrey 
Vanborough." 

Diana's eyes were dilated with wonder. Archie had indeed 
spoken about some possible poacher conspiracy, but York 
looked viore grave and serious than she thought this theory 
warranted, and she fell her pulses stirred to quickened interest. 
She leaned towards him, her l»eath coming thick and fast, the 
blood tingling in her veins. 

" Danger— to Sir Humphrey I Oh, Colonel York, what do 
you mean? Not real danger? Only some silly trickery that 
he would laugh to scorn. As though he would be scared away 
by village yokels ! " 

"For my part, I do not believe in the village yokel theory. 
I am afraid that it is a more serious matter ; but I have not 
one shred of evidence, and for the present Sir Humphrey is 
not disposed to accept my theory, though I did propound it" 
" Tell me what it is ! " cried Di, her face quivering. " You 
don't know how I respect and admire Sir Humphrey 
Vanborough 1 If you are doing anything for him— do let 
me help you if I an 1 " 
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He smiled at her eagerness ; but he did not explain his 
words altogether, though Di's quick wits were able to fill up 
some of the blanks. 

" I do not think Sir Humphrey would wish my veiy vague 
suspicions talked about But we have both lived long in 
India, We have seen stnuige things there — and heard 
stranger. I remember once being assodated a good deal 
with a native soldier — a capital fellow in his way. He applied 
once, rather suddenly, for leave of absence and got it He was 
away a month, and came back and went to work as quietly 
as ever. Some while after, we chanced to be camping out 
together, and I asked him about his sudden journey and its 
object I knew he had had an object Then he told me the 
story — a regular esse of vendetta, as we call it in Europe. 
It was just a case of the old blood fend. It was bis duty to 
do some killing, and he had quiedy gone and done it. The 
strange, almost ghastly persistency of this sort of thing is its 
chiefest peril and mystery. It b not blind rage that actuates 
the avenger, nor even a personal enmity, which might be 
combatted. It is an act of faith, a part of his religion, as you 
say. Blood has to be shed, and be is set apart as the 
instrument It may be a long job, or it may be quickly 
accomplished. But done it must be, and by his hand. He 
will bide his time with a patience that is almost appalling ; but 
one day he will strike— and strike bard." 

Diana's rich colour had slowly paled. 

" You don't mean to say that anybody hates Sir Humphrey, 
and is pursuing bim in that awful fashion ? " she cried, almost 
fiercely. 

" I have no reason for suspecting anything so serious," 
he answered. " What I do suspect, however, is that be has 
been followed from India for some reason or other. He was 
instnunental not very long before he left in breaking up a very 
dangerous conspiracy, and in bring^g to condemnation ati^ 
death some of its chiefest members. Very abwtly before w^ 
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left for EngUnd bis faithrul and attached native servant died 
suddenly. I alvajt thought the man had been poisoned, and 
he believed the same. I saw him just before bis death, and 
he tried to convey a warning to me. What it was I did not 
rightly catch; but I believe it referred to some sort of 
vengeance to be wreaked upon Sir Humphrey; though 
it was not for a long while that I suspected the vengeance 
would follow him out of the country and over here. There, 
Miss Conquest, you have wormed out of me a great deal 
more than I meant to tell you— more than Archie knows ; 
almost more than I confided to Vanborough himself when 
we discussed this thing. I trust you to keep this confidence 
to yourself. You will not fail me, will you ? " 

She held out bet hand suddenly; her face was very 
earnest 

" Indeed, indeed, I will not. I thank you for trusting me ; 
you shall never have cause to regret it. And if ever I can hdp 
you in any way whatever, my services are yours to eonunand. 
May we not be friends in this? You know how I can for 
Esther Lynne. I think you know something of her story. If 
it were only for her sake, I would almost ^ve my life to shield 
Sir Humphrey Vanborough firom harm 1 " 

Her eager face was all aglow with the enthusiasm which 
possessed her. York took the youi^ strong hand, and held 
it for a moment He had not hitherto been so much 
attracted towards Diana Conquest as others habitually were. 
But to-day some new element had made itself felt in his 
intercourse with her. He did not seek to explain this; but 
he accepted it and took pleasure in it 

From that day forward a slight but unmistakable change 
asserted itself in his relations with the ladies of Convent 
House. Sometimes before this he had wondered whether 
he were not somewhat de irop during the pleasant evenings 
spent there ; but now be never felt it 

Diana suddenly made the discovery that be was possessed 
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of a voice. That he loved music she had always known, 
without giving tt a thought. Now she took delight in making 
him show what he could do himself. He was no longer 
suffered to be a silent listener. Her own flute-like soprano 
and Archie's light tenor had often been heard together with 
advantage. Now York's deep and melodious baritone formed 
a new element, and sometimes Esther would be pressed 
into the service to provide the contralto, though she would 
laughingly say she was too old to sing now, and bid them 
ask Stella to take her place. 

Sometimes Stella did come, York fetching her in the canoe, 
and taking her back when the evening was wearing away. He 
thought it good for Stella to be brought into more direct 
contact with the young life of the place. He had encouraged 
her to join the aquatic dub, and had fairly laughed away her 
scruples lest giving a few hours weekly to a healthy out-door 
recreation might be a waste of time, or an indulgence which 
it was not right to permit herself. Stella was looking some- 
what brighter and less pensive for the new elements which had 
come into her Ufe of late ; and the feeling that her so-called 
uncle was really in sympathy with her, and bet own undisputed 
property (after a fashion of speaking) was a source of keen 
pleasure to her. She had not liked to own it, even to herself, 
but it had given her real satisfaction to note how little the 
soldier seemed fascinated by Diana Conquest, who took most 
people more or less by storm. She had never suggested to 
him that she herself neither quite liked nor quite trusted the 
brilliant girl who had made herself such a power in the place. 
But York was far too keen an observer not to be well aware 
of the faint and indefinable hostility between the pair, and to 
watch it with some attention. 

" Don't let her take you from me. Uncle Don ! " Stella once 
burst out, with a sudden and most unwonted vehemence, as 
the two slid down the stream one moonlit evening, after a 
pleasant little musical gathering at Convent House. 
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" M7 dear child, vhtt do yon mean ? " he aniwered. 

"Dont 70U know what I mean? I ihould have thought 
ererybodsr most have seen it She gets them aU to be her 
slares, even Sir Hamphrey— quite an old man ! Can't you 
see how she tries to ftscinate him, how he cant help watching 
her, making much of her, spoiling her in every way? Archie 
Vanborough is just over head and ears in love with her, and 
she plays with him like a cat with a mouse I She will never 
give two thoughts to him, but she makes him think she is 
quite fond of him. It's the same with all the boys at the 
cinb I Oh, I know it sounds horrid to say it ; but watch, and 
you'll see ifs tnie." 

"True in a seos^ Stella; but you are a little jaundiced 
from your ignorance of lif& If you bad seen more of the 
world you would know that what seems a really serious 
flirtation perhaps to you (for want of a better word) is nothing 
but the small change that passes as current coin amongst 
young people in a more gay and fashionable world than yours. 
They all know the game, and play it with more or less of 
eneigy. Miss Conquest has that gift of fascination which is 
quite indescribable, though we all feel iL She knows it, and 
we all know it, and those boys ought to be able to take cafe of 
themselves. There are plenty of them — safety lies in numbers. 
As for Archie, as I have seen him equally desperately in love two 
or three times already within the compass o( a few months, I 
think you need not feel seriously disturbed on his account." 

" I shan't care for anything if you won't let her get you 
away. Uncle Don I " cried Stella ; " but she is setting her cap 
at you now. Oh, I know that is not a pretty way of putting it 
But don't he vexed with me; I can see it, and I know what 
that is like when it happens. She Is so beautiful, and so 
clever and quick, and one cannot help listening and watching 
whether one wants to or not And then, somehow the 
mischief is done — you can't tell how, and things are never the 
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Stella's face was in shadow ; but there was a sound as of 
tears in her voice, and a bitterness which was foreign to the 
habitual gentleness of her disposition. York had suspected 
before this that Stella's life held a hidden trouble, and it 
was not very long after this little episode upon the water 
that he obtained an uneiQ>ected confirmation as to his 
suspicions. 

Rudolf bad come home, and they were all dining at Bishop's 
Hall — a ftiendly little gathering of the immediate neighbours. 
The dinner had gone off merrily. Music had followed. 
Geraldine Hastings, the delicate girl seldom seen outside the 
walls of home, had charmed them all by her sweet singing, 
and Rudolf had a good voice which had been well trained. 
Sally bad manoeuvred that Stella should play some of his 
accompaniments, as she bad always done in old days. The 
girl had a sympathetic touch, and if not a great musician, had 
the gift of subordinating herself to the singer, and following 
his lead. A few wrong notes she might perpetrate, nor was 
she very quick at reading at sight ; but she had always been 
Rudolfs accompanist in old days, and Sally was desirous of 
seeing the old ways revived. 

But suddenly Diana swooped down upon them. Stella was 
bungling a little over a catchy modem accompaniment she 
had never seen before. She was swept from the stool by the 
impetuous young enthusiast, and Diana's clear, incisive grasp 
of the phrasing brought a smile of approval to Rudolfs rather 
clouded fiace. 

Sally was lounging ui an easy and ungraceful attitude on the 
sofe, the other end of which was occupied by Colonel Vork. 
He and she were on very friendly terms. She loved to draw 
him out about the life he had led, and the things he had seen 
and done. Possibly she had a clearer idea than anyone else 
in the company what his adventurous and chequered career 
had been like. This had engendered a certain pleasant 
intimacy between them, and as they occupied a distant comer 

M 
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of the room, betide an open window, there wu no danger of 
theit being ovetheard in other quaiten. 

" Time 1 " exclaimed Sally, " that waa jnst mbaX I was afraid 
of!" 

" What ? " asked York;^ rousing up and looking round. 

" Why, I wanted Stella to have a good time. And I wanted 
Rudolf to appreciate her as he used to do once. She is a dear 
little soul, with all her little cranks and &ds. ir he could only 
cure her of a few of thoee, she would be just the r^ht wife for 
him, whatever the mater may think. Rudolf must have some- 
body who admires him, and it would be better for him to marry 
somebody with ratha tight and scrupulous ideas. I can say 
that to you, Colond York, because yon don't laugh at me 
as other pec^le do. I don't want Rndolf to nuny a gay, 
ambitious society woman. He's got enough ambiticm himself 
for one mina^ He wants a wife to lore and admire him, but 
who will use the brake ratb« than the whip. I've always wanted 
it to be Stella, and once I thought it would." 

York looked roused and interested He remembered a very 
faint susindoa which had entered his own head when Rudolf 
had first spoken of Stella. He looked across the room at the 
slim, white-clad figure, standing now somewhat peasively apart 
with Geraldine, seemingly turning over xwanc with her, but 
covertly watching the pair at the piano.. Diana occu[ned the 
stool, Rudolf standing beside her. She was strikii^ chords 
and playing phrases, and he was watching her animated &ce 
and strong, long finf^ers wandering over the keys. When he 
began to sing there w«s a curious intensity in his voice. The 
theme was an ammated one — love and war combined, and he 
ssng and she played as though one spirit animated them. 

"You see how it is," Sally's voice at his elbow continued ; 
" it has been so almost from the b«^nii^ Stella doesn't seem 
to get a look-in when Di is there. I can understand i^ can't 
you? When Di makes a set at me for anything, she just 
sweeps me up — I'd go to the world's end with her or for her. 
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But afterwards one wonders a bit how she does it. I've known 
her a goodish spell now, and we're quite great friends as things 
go ; but I haren't a notion whether she cares a red cent for 
me, nor whether, if she chose to take herself off to the ends of 
the earth suddenly, she'd ever give me so much as a thought 
again!" 

York was a better listener than talker ; be made an expressive 
gesture, but spoke no word. 

" Now Stella, with all her little cranks and crazes, is staunch 
all throt^h. MThen you've got her, you've got her. She'll 
never go back on you. That's why I want her for Rudolf. 
She'd make him happier than a more brilliant woman — I'm 
quite sure of that. But something has come between them, 
and bow ifll end, goodness knows 1 " 

And Sally got up and lounged out through the window, 
leaving York to his own meditadoos and observations. 



UigilizKl,, Google 



CHAPTER XVII 

RDDOLF THB DIPLOMAT 
«B« on our ride, RudoU be on our side 1 " cried SaUy. 
capering wildly, her boat-hook brandished with a dangerous 
eo^, which caused him to take a backward •"!>. **^ 
Diai firmly wrenched it from Sally*. leluctuit hands, and 
threw it back into the boat they had just quitted. "If youll 
only fight our battle with the ROTemor— I mean with dad, 
teeing the little crease which showed between Rudolfs eyes, 
" I'm sure we should get bim over. Di can generally turn 
him round her little finger ; but he's a bit stubborn over this. 
Be on our side— there's a beamish boy I Dad always listens 
to what you've got to say." 

« Of course he wiU be on our side, SaUy," spoke Diana, 
with her queenly assurance, as she turned her brilliant glance 
upon Rudolf. « What is he our captwn and ojach for, if not 
to be our champion, too ? What do you think of your crew, 
sir. after your fortnight of serious coaching ? Do we not do 
you credit ? And shall we not bring you fame and kudos in 
a wider sphere ? " 

For Rudolf, since his return, bad thrown bimsdf with much 
aest and energy into tfae water pastimes which be found in full 
swing. In his Oxford days he had been stroke of bis college 
eight for some while, and had come near to being numbered 
amongst the 'Varsity Blues, though never having actually 
attained that distinction. He was, however, an excellent 
oar, and extremely defk and clever with the paddle or any 
other propeller. Finding the girls full of eager enthuMaam 
■So 
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over thor practice to a light little, out-rigged four-oar, which 
Sir HuDiphiey had presented to the club, he had constituted 
himself their coach, and had run or ridden or cycled along the 
riverside path almost daily, inculcating instruction, and striving 
to accustom his crew to a longer, a stronger, a more rhythmical 
stroke, and to throw their weight upon the oar instead of 
contenting themselves with mere arm-rowing, such as is 
common with girls ; and so quick bad Diana and Sally been 
to assimilate his instructions, that already an immense advance 
bad been made in speed and appearance, and the girls were 
eagerly conscious of their advance in proliciency, and growing 
in ambition and the desire to excel. 

And now, when something had really been attained, and 
Rudolf had been more satisfied and complimentary than he 
had permitted himself to be at first (Diana bad liked him all 
the better for his candid criticisms and sharp rebukes at the 
commencement of the practice), they broached for the first 
time tbe subject which had been engrossing them more or less 
through the summer, and which now must be decided quickly 
one way or the other. 

Sally broke out before Rudolf could frame bis question. 

" The regatta, Rudolf, the r^atu I You know all about 
it) At Qeeport — the August regatta. It is coming quite 
■ near now. And there's one race open for women — a four-oar, 
you know. And tbe Cleeport girls, who have a sort of a dub, 
and boat a good bit, are going in, and they have almost 
challenged us since we started our club. They awfully want 
us to enter, and we are dying to. They think they will lick us 
into fits, and we think we can knock spots out of them. And 
we're just dying to hive it out with them ; but dad — you know 
what he is — " 

" He is perfectly fascinating — a real treasure <tf a Squire I " 
broke in Diana, in her imperious way. " I won't have a word 
spoken against such a delightful survival as your father, Solly I " 
She turned to Rudolf with her indescribable air of eamaraJerit 
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and good fellowship, a laugh in her eyts, bo arch smile apon 
her lipi, and she finished her speech to him. *' Sally does not 
know what she possesses in such a &ther. She doesn't 
understand that if he were not what be is, Cleethoipe would be 
spoiled out of knowledge in about two two's ; III back the 
Squire all I know — even if we do have to put up with a bit of a 
disappointment now and again. But if youll take our part in 
this one thing, I betiere amongst us we might square him, 
and even induce him to take an iDterest and a pride in our 
performance." 

Rudolf began to undentand. 

'* You girls want to enter your four^oar for this r^atta, and 
mj &ther is against it ? la that so ? " 

" Yes," cried Sally ; ** he says he won't have daughters of his 
making themselves a show to be stared at by all the bounders 
and clodhoppen of the neighbourhood, and the rowdy riff-raff 
of Cleeport. You just know the aon of thii% he would say, 
Rudolf t And it's no use trying to get a word in edgeways 
when he's off on his high-horse like that He won't let us 
have a regatta of our own as we intended — though we may 
have a water-party sometimes if we like, and have games and 
races amongst oarselveS) and so on. But that's all so 
amateurish. We want to enter fmr the regatta. Do be cm 
our side, there's a darling boy I Diana wants it as mndi as 
anybody — don't you, Di ? " 

" Of coarse I do. I'm very proud of my four, and Mr. 
Hastings is such a diplomat, as well as such a boating 
enthusiast, that he is going to fight our battle for us with 
the Squire. You will be able to explain to him that things 
are not quite as he thinks, and that we shall not sink to the 
level of pugilists and priie-fighters by entering ourselves for 
the ' ladies' ' race at the Cleeport R^atta. It really is to be 
for ladies — not fishwives, as in some places. A crew is coning 
over firom Still water— one of Lord Greystone's daughters is 
captain and stroke and the Cleeport girls, aD of tfaoa come 
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from the same sort of homes as our own. They have two 
crews, and they are set on our competing against them. 
There is a nice little local rivalry, and if we don't come up 
to the scratch they will think it is because we are afraid of 
being beaten." 

" Oh, we must go, we must go I " cried Sally, in an agony of 
emulation. "I know we shall beat them. We were every bit 
as good as they before — I've been over to watch them surrep- 
titiously, and they're none such great shakes. And now that 
we've got on so with your coaching, Rudolf, why, we should 
just walk away from them 1 Itll be pretty well a row over for 
us I Oh, it would be a shame not to enter ! " 

" Keep your hair on, Sally," said Rudolf good-humoaredly. 
"Ill have a talk with the powers that be^ and see if the 
objections can be overcome. Mind you, I've a certain sort 
of sympathy with my father's view of tbe case — " 

" So have I," suddenly spoke Diana. " And if we could 
hold back the pace of the world a bit, I'd really not mind 
much. But we can't, and it's precious little good trying; 
and it only leaves us stranded to try too much. Tbafs 
how I feel about things. 1 must be in the swim. 
The water may be a bit turbid and foul, but I can't stand 
the feeling of being out of tbe current ; I want the 
feeling of the great flood of life all about and round me, 
bearing me along — never mind exactly where, so long as one is 
on the crest of the wave. Do you know what I mean ? " 

For Rudoirs eyes had flashed back an expressive apprecia- 
tion ; and now he spoke in a strangely earnest way : 

" Do I know ? Do I not know, indeed 1 You have just 
voiced the innermost thought of my heart, Miss Conquest. 
Are you going home ? Let me see yoo to the bouse — I want 
to pay Miss Lynne a visit ; I always feel that I get ideas by 
exchanging them with her. Do you know she is a very 
remarkable woman, though so quiet and unassuming. I 
sometimes feel that had her lot been difl'erently cast, she 
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might have been a power in a very different world from 
thii." 

" Can women be a power in the great world of— of— well, 
politica and diplomacy?" asked Diana ei^erl;, as they 
pursued their way together through the shrubberies and 
towards the house, leaving Sally to take her own way home as 
she would, by water or land. 

"I should think she could!" answered Rudolf instantly, 
flashing a rather curious glance at the girl beside him, so regal 
in her aii, so instinct with vitality, beauty, and individuality. 
" I often think that a clever and tactful and observant woman, 
well-informed, and with the bcilities for knowing something of 
the under-currents of party strife, might be an immense power, 
and make herself something of a society qaeeiL But so often 
women's energies and ambitions go to other and more trivial 
ends, and the chance is lost" 

" Tell me more what you mean," spoke Dt, with a touch of 
imperiousness in her voice. 

Rudolf, nothing loath, obeyed He spoke well, with 
trenchant, telling phrase and apt illustration. The world of 
politics and of diplomacy had its grip upon him. He was in 
the heart of the strife, and he knew much of men and things^ 
and could throw illuminating side-lights on half the subjects 
which were stirring the minds of thinkers. Diar» was not a 
student of any of these things, but she read the paper in a deep, 
rapid, and intelligent way, and discussed matters with Esther 
more at leisure. She had quick intuitions, and was swift to 
grasp the leading points in an argument, and extract the 
kernel of the problem. She was never afraid of asking a 
question which might show ignorance, or of betraying her 
ignorance where she did not know. Her felicitous questitms 
struck Rudolf to-day, as they had struck him many times 
before. She seemed to go straight to the crux of the matter, 
whatever it might be, and sweep aside any tangle of sophistry 
' s acumen which delighted him. 
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He sUyed somewhat long at Convent House that day, 
talking with aunt and niece. They sat in the shady, cloistered 
garden, and Diana moved hither and tbithei sometiines, 
unable for too long to remain stationaiy; and it seemed to 
him as though the sunshine followed her about as she moved, 
whilst tbe very birds of tbe air knew and loved her, and at her 
call would circle and wheel around bee as she stood scattering 
grain, many of the bolder ones perching upon her bands or 
head or shoulder, and taking it from hei fingers or lips. 

She was like the very embodiment of summer, in her 
exuberant vitality and radiant beauty. When he was gone, 
Esther sat looking thoughtfully before her for some while, till 
Diana came skimming towards her, and with her graceful 
abandonment of movement, f ung herself along the ground 
at her feet. 

" Well, Esther, and what do you make of him ? " 

" I always think that Rudolf Hastings will make his mark 
in the world. I have thought it since he was a boy." 

" Ves, a mark ; but what sort of a mark ? Will it be a real 
big splash that will make the world stare at him, and bis name 
known in a widening circle? Or will it just be the mark of 
the useful party man, who can be trusted to do good work ; 
but who never gets up to the top of the ladder ? " 

"Ah, Di — who can read the future to that extent?" 

"Ah, that's just it! And I want to read the future! I 
want to know ! That's the tiresome part of it, you see, 
Esther t How can one be sure of anything ? I like the men 
that succeed ! Look at your Sir Humphrey — he reached the 
top of his own tree. They all say he was unique in his own 
way. But before men can do that they are old. Ever so 
charming and fascinating, lota of them keep, but still old. 
And the young ones — so many of them promise so well ; and 
somehow it seems to begin and end there. Either they lose 
their chance, or they muff it, or they get shouldered aside in 
the race, and one hears no more of them. Thafs the puzile 
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of it all — one cannot tell what it is going to be. And if you 
wait to see — why, you grow old yourself in waiting ! " 

Esther partly understood. She had not watched Di all 
these months with the loving insight of her observant nature, 
without having gained a considerable knowledge of faer some- 
what complex character. If there were certain things which she 
never guessed at, certain reservations which she bad never 
probed, she at least was not unaware of many of Diana's 
temptations and foibles. Now she put her hand out gently 
and stroked the golden head against her knee, saying : 

" My dear child, you will learn as you grow older and misa 
that it is not mere success which makes the happiness of life. 
You forget that it is love, as the old song says, that makes 
the world go round ; the rest may or may not come; I do not 
think it always makes for happiness when it does. But true 
and earnest and unselfish love ii its own crown and its own 
reward. Wait tiU that comes to you, my darling child, and 
you will find that all the other things fidl into rank without 
any trouble or calculation. When it comes you will know how 
to value it, and it will simplify everything. It is an old- 
fashioned doctrine, I know, but it is none the Jess true for 
that" 

Diana put up her hand and took that of Esther, and held it 
fast, but she kept her face turned away nevertheless. 

" That was the old way, and it answered in the old days, 
when women were old-fashioned darlings, and believed in 
men, and fell in love, as a matter of coarse, aitd generally 
managed to go on adoring their bargains — thoi^h even then 
I'm not sure that all the love matches turned out so remai^bly 
well But don't you know that we modem girls don't bll in 
love? We rather despise men. We think ourselves every 
bit aa good as they — and rather better I Men don't marry as 
young aa they did, because they can't, as a rule, afford it, 
and the girls grow up to be women — and they lose their 
illusions, and don't care so much about moRTing — not if they 
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can have Ibeir own independence without. It's easy to fall in 
love at seventeen and eighteen — and up to twen^. I did it 
myself in a sort of way. I found it quite natural to get up 
romantic attachments for the boys that came along. But ifs a 
vastly different matter now. I'm five -and -twenty, and I 
know too much to be caught easily. Men are very good as 
friends and companions. I like them, and they like me. 
But to take one of them altogether — for better, for worse I I 
should be horribly afraid it would be for worse. That's just 
the worry of it I" 

Esther was silent awhile. She understood in measure, and 
yet to ber lore bad been the one glorious and perfect thing in 
her whole life. She had given it in her early maidenhood, 
and she bad never had cause to withdraw it Whether as love 
or as friendship, it had been without flaw ; the crown of her 
life, though it had been a source of pain as well as of joy. 
Her heart had always safely trusted in the great heart of the 
man who had through life been dearest to her. What the 
consummation of that faithful attachment would be she did 
not know yet, nor did she closely question. She was 
content in (he present, and asked no hostages of the future. 
The restless, calculating spirit of her niece troubled her 
vaguely, as one of the signs of the times which she observed 
without folly comprehending. Diana seemed so joyous, so 
beart-wbol^ so young and gay for the most part, that Esther 
watched her with a sense of pure delight When now and 
again she noted under-currents which indicated a troubling of 
the waters, and a strife of spirit which she could not entirely 
understand, she felt the stirrings of anxiety, and yet knew not 
how best to deal with tbe girl's ardent nature, save by giving 
to ber unqualified love and sympathy. She was very ceitun 
that Rudolf Hastings was deeply smitten by tbe personal 
charm of her niece, and she bad almost fancied whm she saw 
them together that the girl's heart was also drawn towards him ; 
but if ambition rather than affection were tbe compiling 
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power, would thit be likely to nuke for the best happiness 
of either ? 

Next day Rudolf appeared early, with Sally in his wake — a 
beaming and ecstatic Sally, who hurled herself out of the 
boat with a perilous rdiemence, excUiniing : 

" It's all right ; it's all right ! Dad has given way. Rudolf 
has heated him ! We may have our race ; we may enter 
ourselves when we like 1 And now we've got to make up our 
mind about our crew ; for we mustn't have any rubbish in our 
boat, just for sentimental reasons I " 

A very earnest and animated discussion now commenced, 
in which many appeals were made to Rudolf, who, bright- 
eyed and alert, was throwing himself keenly into the matter 
which seemed near to the heart of Diana. She was the stroke 
and captain of the boat, and Salty rowed behind her. Diana 
had suggested that her weight was rather great for stroke seat, 
and had offered to change with Sally ; but no one would hear 
of the alteration. It was Di's long reach and perfect steadiness 
which were the chiefest elements of probable viclory. Di was 
never nervous, never flurried, never lacking in cool confidence 
in herself. Her superb strength and her grace and finish alike 
made her conspicuous in any crew, whilst Sally, who could be 
trusted to row like a Trojan behind an able stroke would 
never keep her head, had she the responsibility of judging and 
setting it. 

Geraldine was coxswain of the boat, being at once small and 
light and quick of eye. She bad really roused up to take an 
interest in this new outdoor puisuit, and had grown stronger 
in consequence. It was this benefit to Geraldine which had 
won over Lady Caroline to the new pastime of ha energetic 
daughter, and she had actually raised no objections to the 
entry for the r^i^tta, when once the Squire had been conquered 
by the diplomacy and tact of Rudolt 

Millicent Ballard, the doctor's daughter, and Stdia Sinclair 
bad been most frequently the other two oars in the practice 
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because they were most accessible when wanted quickly. But 
several of the mote distant members had often lowed behind 
Di and Sally, and it was a matter of some importance now to 
select the best material which was available foi the race, whidi 
was likely to be somewhat closely contested. 

" I don't think Stella is good enough," said Sally decidedly. 
" I don't even know that she'd care to be tried for the race ; 
but I wouldn't have her, if I were you, Di. She's a pretty 
way of rowing, but she puts piecious little back into it. If s 
all Tery well for ornamental paddling, but when we get to radng, 
that's quite another pair of shoes." 

" Yes," spoke Rudolf, with some decision, " I don't think 
Stella is strong enough, and we can't depend upon her suffi- 
ciently for the practices. If anything happened in the parish 
or at home, of course she would have to attend first to that. 
We ought to have girls with a larger command of their time. 
And I doubt whether she would even care for the place if it 
were offered." 

Truth to tell, Rudolf did not desire just at this juncture to 
be thrown too frequently into the company of Stella. He was 
somewhat displeased at the treatment he bad received from her, 
and though he was swiftly reaching the conclusion that their 
youthful affection had not been more than a boy-and-girl 
affair, it had, nevertheless, hurt him in the rupture more than 
he altogether understood. He never saw her without a curious 
and uncomfortable thrill, and just now he had no desire to 
have her brought prominently before him. Sally thought only 
of the composition of the boat ; she did not mix things up in 
ber wholesome, concrete mind. She wanted Rudolf to marry 
Stella, but she did not want Stella to spoil the race, either by 
nervousness or lack of muscle. She never, in fact, saw any 
connection between tbe two, and was eager to bring over some 
few of that best " men," as she was pleased to call them, for 
Rudolf to select from, 

" III go out if I'm not good enough," she said heroically ; 
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bat Di ptttod ha oo the back and totd her that ibe wootd 
have nobody else behind hei. Sally coald always be trusted 
foi backing up any spurt most loyally, whilst her strength was 
equal to Di's, and they pulled evenly one agunst the other. 
The remaining two should be selected from other members of 
the club near enough to attend the practices r^olaiiy ; but 
about Diana and Sally no doubt existed in any minds. 

Stella heard of her own diaqualification quite quietly, and 
made no remark when Sally came and told her she was not 
thought either quite strong enough or quite suEBciently to be 
depoided on for the place. She did not particularly desire to 
row in the r^tta ; but for all that, she was coosdoos of a little 
thrill of pain aod hurt feeling at being passed orer without 
CTcn a trial 

" It is Di's doing, I know," she said to herselt " She does 
not like me, and she wants Rudolf all to hersel£ He is to be 
the next I wonder how many more. If she cared for him — 
if she would make him happy — I would not mind. I want 
him to be happy — I would give up ererything for that Bat I 
do not believe he is anything to her save just another slave— 
another arrow in her quiver. Oh, it it a horrible thing to see 
a woman going on so 1 Sometimes I am afraid she is even 
coming between Miss Lynne and Sir Hum[direy. Men are 
so blind where a beautiful woman is concerned ; and she it 
beautiful, though I do not think there is much hehmd. I 
hope I am not growing jealous or bitter; but sometimes I do 
feel it rather hard. He would not have kept away, I think, as 
be has done lately, If it had not been for her." 

Stella, passing to and frt> in the village, saw a good deal of 
the practice of the boat, and of Rudolf coaching the girls, 
both in the four-oar and s^)8Tately in pairs, he steering them 
in this latter practice. He, as coach, and Diana, as captain and 
stroke, were thrown constantly together. Stella saw them thus 
time after time, aud noted the easy intimacy which had si»ung 
up between them. She saw something new stealing into 
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Rudolfs manner— an indefinable air or oiastenhip and 
command, which perhaps was the result of his poutioo 
towards tbe girls, but which Stella could not but fancy had 
its roots in some deeper sentiment 

Rumour was rife through tbe village, and really it seemed 
not without cause. The Squire's son was a great favourite, 
and it was about time be should think of marriage ; and who 
more suitable than tbe beautiful and wealthy maiden who 
had made for herself such a warm place in the hearts of the 
Cleethorpe people? 

" It'll be a match before rery loi^;, you'll see," said the old 
folks; and Stella, with a strange pang at heart, wondered 
whether indeed it might not. 
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CHAPTER XVIII 

THE PLOOD-TIDE OF TRIUUPH 

Tbe rq;atta bad come and gone. Diana's crew of girls at 
Cleetborpe bad vanquished all tivals. Her own mastuly 
rowing, comtuned with clear judgment and remarkable self- 
control in moments of excitement, had carried all before it 
Tbe race had been towed in beats, and on one occasion a foul 
had only been araded hj Diana's quickness of eye and clear 
commands to the coxswain, whilst the rival boat, which bad 
tried to take a rather mean advantage round the bend of the 
river, had been splendidly beaten by sheer good rowii^ during 
the final hundred yards. The shouts of applause bad been 
good to hear, and Di was the observed of all observes that 
day. 

Her stately height, her remarkable beauty, the rumours of 
her wealth and position, and the speculations concerning her 
future, all served to make of her an object of special interest 
to the inhabitants of the district The girl knew this perfectly, 
and rejoiced in the sense of power which even this small 
triumph had won for her. It seemed to her an earnest of 
that which lay beyond, which she was reaching forward after 
with all tbe strenuous purpose of her eager nature. She was 
quick to bear and quick to note. She was perfectly aware 
that her name was linked with that of Sir Humphrey 
Vanhorough in some quarters, with that of Rudolf Hastings 
in others. Some speculated whether young Mr. Vanborough 
might not be the favoured aspirant, and others watched the 
advances of tbe many young fellows of the locality who made 
191 
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her little court, and asked wb^er ooe of these might not, 
after all, win the prize. 

But the giri herself oiade no sign. She hdd the balances 
with a bewildering impartiality. Homage she received as 
naturaUy as though she were a queen upon her throne. 
Towards the elder men, such as the Squire and Sir 
Humphrey, there was in her manner a touch of pretty 
deference and arch playfulness, as though towards them she 
was not afraid or unwilluiE to show favour and liking j but for 
all that, no one, not even Esther Lynne herself, who watched 
her with loving eyes and sometimes a slightly anxious heart, 
could guess at those deeper feelings and purposes which 
must almost of necessity in such a nature as that underlie 
the surface charm and brilliance. 

The girls r^rded her with a generous admiration, scarcely 
touched by jealousy. She managed to hold their friendship 
and attachment, even though reigniug as a queen in their 
midst Some few held a little aloof. There were here and 
there to be found those who spoke of her as heartless and a 
flirt But for the most part she laid her spell upon all with 
whom she came in contact, and she appeared as well pleased 
with the adulation and admiration of the girls as with that of 
the other sex. She never seemed to make the smallest effort 
to win masculine regard. She simply accepted it when offered 
in a spirit of open camaraderie, which was at once her chiefest 
charm and the chiefest peril to those who approached. 

Even the Squire had been almost won over at the last to 
some enthusiasm about the race, and had driven over the 
Cleetborpe party in his own four-in-hand, which was only 
used on very special occasions. Sir Humphrey had also 
come to the fore, having had a great marquee erected in a 
meadow adjacent to the race<ouTse, and inviting to lunch and 
tea all the ladies who had been engaged in the aquatic 
contests, as well as his own friends and neighbours from 
Cleetborpe and its vicinity. Esther Lynne and Diana helped 

N 
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to do the honours of the eatertainnient for bim, and most 
menilj did all go off. Interest and excitement were further 
stimuUted by the appeaiance of a Hindoo juggler, who found 
his way into the meadow, and salaaming deeply before Sir ' 
Humphrey, petitioned to be permitted to show his skill in the 
sight of the ladies there assembled. Sir Humphrey convened 
a little with the man in his own tongue. Cleeport, being a 
seaport town, often received visits from dark-skinned denizens 
of other lands. It was nothing very remarkable to see 
Lascars, Arabs, negroes, or natives of India walking its streets 
or lounging upcw the quay. Sir Humphrey was ea^rly beset 
by the ladies of the party to let them see what the man could 
do, and he smilingly assated, and gave the needful permission, 
which was received with a deep salaam of respect 

The tricks (which iricluded some sopent charming) were of 
the sort which are common enough in India, and eidted no 
wonder from the men who were familiar with them, but which 
held the rest of the company spell-bound and entranced. For 
out in the open meadow, without the possibility of arti&dal aid 
or trickery, there seemed something fearful and uncanny in the 
things they saw, and Diana gazed with the rest, fascinated by 
wonder and doubt Her eyes were so quick ; she had such 
confidence in her powers of observation, that she had felt 
almost that she would be able to detect and expose the 
subtle trickery which must be employed. Then, when she 
found herself nonplussed, she felt a momentary irritatirai and 
impatience. Her gaze wandered from the dark-skinned man 
to the ring of faces about him, and was suddenly arrested by 
the peculiar light she saw in York's deep-set eyes. His glance 
was fixed so earnestly upon the man that she was almost 
startled by the intensity of his gaze. It was not the clever 
trickery of those slim, rapidly-moving bands which so engrossed 
him ; of that she was sure. He was studying the whole aspect 
and countenance of the conjurer, his brows drawn together in 
a slight frown, his lips compressed, his face tense. 
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Suddenly there leapt back iDto Di&na's nuod the memory of 
that confidence he had ooce made to her. He had spoken of 
Bome possible peril menacing Sir Humphrey Vanborough, and 
had connected it with some plot of Oriental origin. Since her 
own escapade of playing ghost, not a glimpse of the apparition 
bad been seen, so lar as she was aware, by any person in 
Cleethorpe. The villageis had been satisfied that what they 
had hitherto seen was "just the young lady having her bit of 
a game." It had never occmred to them that it had not 
been Diana all aton^ and she held her peace. But, at any 
rate, the former ghost seemed to have ceased its nocturnal 
prowlii^^ No one had caught so much as a glimpse of it, 
and Diana had forgotten in the [HVssure of recent events even 
those vague feara irtiich York's words bad once awakened. 
But as she watched the expression of his face at this minute, 
the memory of it all came back upon her with a corioua 
insistency. 

She turned and gazed at the juggler again. The dark face, 
the white turban — what did it suggest to her mind 7 If such 
a creature as that were shrouded in some enveloping cloak, 
would he not produce very much the same impression as a 
coifed nun — the white wrapping of the head, the dark nothing- 
ness of the face beneath, and the vague, shrouded figure of 
indistinct outline? 

Could it be possible that such an interloper as that had 
found entrance into Nun's Bower even before the owner 
returned, and was lying in ambusb there for him, so to speak ? 
At the very thought of anything so strange and uncanny 
Diana's fledi crept And yet, had she not been certain that 
something was gliding throngh the lower gallery that day, when 
she had been looking down from the upper one? And were 
not both she and others occasionally possessed by the strange 
sensation of not being alone in certain rooms — or, at least, in 
one room of that house ? Were such things possible in this 
twentieth century ? Were men still shadowed, and their safety 
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perhaps endangered through some myaterioni blood feud, diUiog 
back for long generations perhaps, and traosfeired at last to the 
agent of the law who had brought condign punishment upon 
cCTtain of (he offendeis? It was a rather terrible thought, but 
it might be so, if York were right. The tense expression on his 
face seemed to indicate that his thoughts were travelling in 
this directioD. And suddenly, at that moment, their eyes me^ 
and a look of mutual comprehension was flashed between 
them. Then York's face became impenetrable as a mask, 
and she felt that she would learn nothing from him, charm 
she never so wisely. 

The Hindoo was rising and making bis salaams |mor to 
taking his departure. He was informing Sir Humphrey that 
he was his father and mother, and the protector of the poor, 
and a variety of other thin^ and as Archie Vanborough, who 
had picked up the current phrases of this sort of palaver, 
translated it aloud to the ladies, it evoked peals of meniraent 
from them, in which Diana herself joined. 

It was growing' late now, the horses were already put to, 
and the party, «ith much Uughter and many mutual congratu- 
lations and hopes for another merry meeting ere long, were 
bidding each other adieu. 

Very soon Diana was mounted beside Rudolf on the box- 
seat of the drag, the Squire having surrendered the retns to 
his son, and Di being eager to finger the ribbons herself as 
soon as they should be clear of the town and its traffic. She 
had not been asked to do this on the drive out, as she had to 
husband her strength for what lay before her, and run no risk 
of an unexpected wrench or strain. But now she was free to 
do as she would, and before long she and Rudolf had changed 
places, and she had the fine team of bays well in hand, 
swinging along the road home at a ten-mile-an-hour trot, 
Rudolf sitting beside her with a wary eye upon horses and 
driver, but his thoughts chiefly concentrated upon the 
latter. 
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Laughter aod talk arose from behind. Aichie and Sally 
were in great form, exchanging chaff and banter together. 
Sir Humphrey's genial presence was always felt as an addition 
to any company. He and Esther sat together, and each had 
something to contribute to the enlivenment of the party. The 
Squire himself was like a boy out on a holiday. He was 
proud of both his "little girls" now that his prejudices 
had been conquered. He declared that it was all very 
foolish and not very becoming, but that being granted, he had 
liked to see the way in which Sally had done her part in the 
races, and the judgment and skill shown by Geraldioe in the 
steering. Of course, Diana bad been the heroine of the 
occasion; but the Squire's daughters had backed her 
excellently, and they had quite done their part to ensure the 
victory upon which thetr captain had set her heart. 

IMana's eyes were very bright as she looked now and again 
sideways at Rudolf. 

" I hope you are proud of your crew," she said. " I think 
you are the only person who has not said pretty things to me 1 
Have you any fault to find with our form, even though we 
carried off the palm of victory? Do not be afraid to say so if 
you have. I like to be praised ; but I hate flummery. If you 
have any criticism to oRer, don't keep it back. Let us have 
it out, and we will do better in the future." 

"It's not that," he said, in a rather peculiar voice; "it's 
that I'm afraid if I once b^n to speak I shall not know 
where to leave off. That is what I am afraid of I " 

The Bush which exertion, triumph, excitement and pleasure 
bad painted upon Diana's cheeks to-day deepened very slightly 
before the ardent gaze of Rudolfs eyes. 

" Really, I did not know we were as bad as all that 1 " she 
cried gaily, lightly flicking the off leader with her whip; "I 
must call together our crew and inform them of the terrible 
lecture in store for them. I don't think I can face It all alone. 
i must wait for my supporters ! " 
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Rudolf observed her quietly as he made reply : 

"You know that is not my meaning; you know you did 
well — excellently. But you know, I think, that if I were to 
tiy and b^in to [waise you — to say what I thought about you 
— I should not know where or when to stop. Diana, will you 
let me try ? " 

He hent a little nearer to her in the dusk. The girl felt her 
heart throb; but she knew there were other eyes behind her. 
Was not Stella somewhere in the rear? Sir Humphrey, too, 
and others who might be watching them — who might be keen 
to note the significance of any very earnest talk. She was con- 
scious in a moment that though she liked to know that Rudolf 
loved her, she did not wish him to come to the point Their 
friendship was very pleasant to her. Perhaps some day — she 
did not know — yet it might be that he was the man who 
would be able to give her that which she chiefly wanted. But 
she was not sure. She did not intend to be hurried. There 
was so much to think of before any irrevocable words were 
spoken. Certainly she did not wish to send him away; 
but neither did she desire to commit herself too much. 

" I like you to praise me," she said, flashing a smile at him, 
frank and pleasant and sweet; "we were fnrads from the 
first, were we not? And you have been just delightful all 
this time — our best champion and friend Dont let us spoil 
that by too much soft sawder. I like you best when you abuse 
us a little. I like spice with my cakes, and salt with my meaL 
Now look at that mare — the near wheeler. Do yon think she 
is gmng to bolt? She's got her ears laid back very flat 
Something is coming into her head. What do you think it 
is?" 

" She hears a motor-car coming behind ; that's what annoys 
her. She is like some othns of her sex, she likes to be first. 
She can't endure being passed; she always tries to race 
motors. Shall I take the ribbons till the snorting alxmiination 
has gone by?" 
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Diana yielded them up ; not that she was nervoui in the 
least, or doubted her powers of coDtrol. But there were 
moods of hers when she felt that it was more gracerul and 
more attractive to show consciousness of the superior powers 
of mankind. She leaned back in her seat and looked behind 
at the approaching motor-car, and at the rest of the company. 

" Now, Squire, here comes one of your deadly foes- Do let 
us hear one of your best sermons delivered in your best style I " 
she cried, with her sauciest and archest laugh. " I'm thinking 
of setting up a motor-car myself, and being my own driver and 



"Really, my dear! Well, in that case, I think we had 
better all of OS bespeak onr graves in the churchyard. 
It's getting rather full, you know, and they might wish to 
conader the question as to the enlargement which would 
then become advisable. Steady, lassie steady. There, 
ther^ now, ifs all safely over. Phew 1 what a disgusting reek 
it leaves behind I " 

"Then, Squir^ if I'm not to have a motor-car without 
becoming the butt of so many insults, you'll really have to 
find me some horses. I feel like settling down here for the 
winter, if Esther will keep me, and I must have something to 
ride. You know you are pledged to teach me to hunt, and I 
suppose I can't hunt on a motor-car—" 

"Some fellows think they can I" snorted the Squire, in 
sudden wrath ; " and mote will do so as time goes on, 
youll seel Cover fifty miles or more on their stinking 
abominations, scare the horses to death, and go tearing like 
hell-hounds let loose all over the place, getting some yokels to 
tell them the likely spots to cut into the hunt, and spoiling 
the whole run for the real sportsmen. You tiever know when 
you cross a road whether you won't find a dozen of these 
snorting monsters lying in wait Hunters aren't used to them 
as harness horses have to be. They don't understand them, 
and baulk and get nervous and unmanageably and lose the 
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entbosiasm of the nin, as their riden do. I call it a scandal 
and a prosdtutioii of sport I'd like to — " And the Squire, 
being well started, launched forth, whilst Diana turned with 
laughing e^es back to Rudol£ 

" I do love youi Either I " she cried ; " I could listen 
to him for ever. I would like to take him a trip over the 
pond, and let him speak hii mind to the Yanks. It would be 
just improving to hear him at it ! " 

There was no chance aflcr that for Rudolf to pursue the 
theme he had been suddenly surprised into starting. He had 
himself welt in hand, and understood at once that Diana was 
not yet ready to surrender her libetty to anybody. He could 
not wonder at it. He did not wish to huriY her, to rush her 
into any step she m^ht afterwards r^^t having taken. He 
wanted her immensely, but be kept a levd head, and knew 
that others were ruiuiing him bard in the race. He felt be 
was better worth the prize than many of these. He believed 
that Diana would herself become more and more aware of 
this. Rudolf intended to be a man with a career — not just 
a country squire like his father, or a man of means and leisure, 
such as some of those who followed in the train of the beauty. 
He meant to do something with hia lif& Already he saw 
looming before him the prospects of a Parliamentary career. 
He would certainly be put up sooner or later as a candidate 
for some constituency. When that chance occurred he meant 
to work it for all he knew. He believed that this girl would 
be his warmest and chiefest ally. She was just such a wife as 
a rising politician needed She was interested already in the 
world in which he moved. He would win her to greater 
interest yet He thought he saw his way before him, and he 
could afford to wait But he did not mean to be beaten, and 
he did not think he should be. 

It was a week of triumph for Diana. Two days later the 
water-party at Bishop's Hall was held, and the girl carried off 
prize after prize in the mimic contests, though she often 
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gracefiiHy declioed the real concrete prize, being amply 
satisfied with hei victory, and insisting that the second 
candidate should receive it instead. 

" It is not fair," she irould say ; " I ought to be handicapped 
—I am such a faulker ! Of course, I luive longer reach and 
more muscle. And I have so much more time and oppor- 
tunity to practise. It isn't fair that I should take everything. 
It's not rodly that I'm any better, only I'm built like a man^ 
and ought to be handicapped as though I were one 1 " 

They laughed at this designation of herself ; but her strong 
will carried the day, and the prizes were thus fairly evenly 
divided amongst the different competitors, and Sir Humphrey, 
who watched Esther dispensing them towards the close of the 
day, regarded Diana with kindly glances, and said, as she 
joined him at the dose of proceedings for a stroll round the 
gardens : 

" That was prettily done on your part, my dear. You have 
made a great many young things very haf^y to-day." 

" Ah, but it would have been horrid of me to take all the 
prizes. I should have been so ashamed I I do like to be 
first — I sometimes wonder whether that may not be my 
besetting sin. I like to feel that I do the thing best, and am 
liked the best, and admired the most t But that is quite 
enough for me. I don't want all the real solid prizes too. I 
consider I have quite my fair share — and more — of ibe good 
thii^ of this world. It is the kudos I want— not the prize- 
money — if you know what I mean. Tell me, do you think 
that sort of feeling is wrong? I have it sometimes so strongly 
that I am almost afraid of myself. I sometimes wonder 
whether it is a feeling which belongs to men more than 
women. I know when I try to talk to Esther about it she 
does not fully understand, though she is always so sweet over 
anything I take to her for advic& I know she ttunks it a sort 
of snare or peril ; and yet sometimes I feel as though it must 
be something the same feeling which has made the great mat 
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of tbe world whal the7 are. I have an instinct that Lrard 
Kitchener (for iostaoce) woold ttnderstand me. He is tbe 
sort of man who goes stni^t ahead, and carries ererythii^ 
before him— as I want to da Tell me, Sir Humphrey — 
please tell me the truth— do you think it is a wrong 
feeling?" 

She looked at him with a laminous appeal in her eyes. The 
light ot tbe golden sunset was behind her, iovesting tbe graceful 
white^obcd figmv with a peculiar radiartce. Her beauty was 
wonderfully inastent at such a moment, and he was more 
keenly consdoos o( it perhaps than be bad ever been 
before. 

" Not perhaps a WTOt% feeling, my dear ; for, as you say, I 
think it is a feeling akin to that which has inspired some of tbe 
greatest heroes of history ; but possibly rather a dangerous one, 
too, or holding elements of darker in its scope, against which 
we should guard ourselves." He paused a moment, and as 
her eyes still searched his with earnest, questioning gaze, he 
added : " 1 think we should try and be sure that our lore of 
power and supremacy does not come from personal and sordid 
motives If we want it for ourselves alone — for our own 
eoj<^rment or our own aggrandisement — then I tbink it most 
become a snare to us. But if it is for oor country, for what we 
can accompUsh for her, or in tbe interests of hamanity artd 
civilisation, or," and here be made a little pause, lowered his 
Toic^ and bared his bead, " if by our own advancement we 
can further the purposes ctf God, wotk His will in measure, do 
some work whidi He has set us to do, then I think we shall 
have within us the antidote of that which might else be perilous 
to us. I do not know whether I have made my meaning plain, 
my dear, or whether my opinion is worth the having, but that 
is, as best as I can put it, what I feel" 

"Thank you," said Di, looking out straight before her, "I 
shall think of your words. J feel sure you know whtU is tbe 
truth." 
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He was carried off from her then by some call from the 
distance. She did not accompany him, but stood in the same 
attitude, her eyes fixed full ahead. 

" Yes, that is the crux of the whole matter, I can see. He 
has just put his finger on the spot Other-people whom I 
fancy I am like have been working for noble ends— fur 
sovereign, country, or cause. But I am working just for my 
own self. Diana Conquest is the sun and centre of my world, 
and at present I do not even want any other." 
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CHAPTER XIX 

RBNUHCUTION 

Stella was sobbing bttteitj. So absorbed vas she, for the 
moment, ia her own woes, that she did not hear the slow, 
halting footfall, which she luiew so well bj this time, and 
Yorlc had reached the threshold of the open door before he 
was aware of what was going on inside that big ^miliar loom 
of Stella's, to which he had long had privilege of entrance, 
without ceremony or any sort of annooncement He came 
and went at his own pleasure, and had the liberty to remain 
and rest there at will in the absence of its owner. 

He had heard a little sound as of grie^ and thought that be 
should find Stella consoling one of the twins, or some other 
child in trouble. It never occurred to him that she might be 
in trouble herself. Generally, Stdla was so self-contained and 
collected, that it filled him with astonishment and also with 
dismay to see her so shaken with the tempest of her grief. 
He closed the half-open door through which he had entered, 
and advanced towards her with an anxious face. 

" My dear child, what is the matter ? " 

She gave a great start at the sound of his voice, and sprang 
up, upsetting, as she did so, a little easel before which she had 
been seated, and a rough charcoal sketch fluttered and fell 
almost at his feet 

" Oh, don't look — don't look I " cried Stella ; but she spoke 
too late. 

He had looked and seen, and now replaced the drawing in 
104 
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its former position, whilst Stella struggled conmlsiTelf with the 
choking sobs that still burst from her over-charged heart. 

The drawing, rough though it was, spoke eloquently in its 
own way. It represented a man and a woman engrossed in 
each other — it indicated an absorption which could only mean 
one thing. Rudolf Hastings was the man — and the artist bad 
indicated, in a masterly fashion, the eagerness and resolute 
purpose in his whole face and pose. The woman was Diana 
Conquest— beautiful, and yet juat a little repellent, as had 
been the case in another sketch of her which York had seen 
by the same hand. He could not define wherein that element 
of repulsion lay ; yet be was keenly conscious of it, and it 
told him more eloquently than words could ever do, of the 
feeling which Diana inspired ia the heart of Stella. 

But the picture seemed to tell him something else. He 
bad not forgotten Sally's words of a few weeks back ; he had 
not forgotten a number of minor details which be had since 
observed or surmised. He was very strongly of opinion that 
Rudolf and Stella had been lovers once— whether they actually 
knew it themselves or not — that something had intervened 
between them, and that Stella was suffering, if he were not. 
Now this picture seemed to give him the opportunity to speak 
which had been lacking before. 

" Is that so ? " he asked slowly, his kindly band upon 
Stella's shoulder, " I have not heard it — though, of course, 
I have seen indications. Are they engaged t And is it this 
that is troubling you, my little Stella? Don't mind telling 
me if it is. You know I am only a battered old bachelor, 
who half broke his heart when he was a boy over your 
mother's marriage, and has been heart-whole ever sinc^ 
because no oat has come up to his ideal. Perhaps I shall 
understand the trouble better than you would think to look 
at me. Don't cry so bitterly, my child, but try and talk the 
sorrow out Sometimes that is the best way of getting rid of 
the first bitterness. Yoa know your secret will be safe with me." 
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"ObfUBdeDoQ, it*! not thu ooly-^f ■ evoyHiuig I ' cried 
Stdb, with Hidden patsioa in her tones. " Eveiythbg ii 
goii^ vroDg — all mj plana — my hopes — all my wcvid is going 
to pieces about me. I don't know how to beai it — I don't 
indeed." 

Never bad he gnened at the passioMte depths which ander- 
bij Stdla's eiterior reserre and self-centred. He was utterly 
at a loss to know irtiat could ban happened so to upset her ; 
hot he regarded himself as her neit-of^kin and lavlul protector 
after ber &ther, and he set himself to the task of first under- 
standing aitd then grappling with this sute td misery and 
despair, from wbaterer sources it might s[Rii%. 

He sat down and drew her towards him. She did not 
resist, and made no effort to master her tears. His kindly 
touch upon her shoulder seemed to give her strength and 
courage. Presently she mpei her eyes and sat quiet, letting 
him take her hand and hold it in his. 

** Now, Stella, that ts better. Remember, my dear, I do not 
want to force your confidence, but do you not think it might 
ease your heart if you were to talk it all out with someone 
older than yourself? I have lived nearly twice u long in the 
world as jou have, and have seen a good bit of the rough and 
tumble of life, and perhaps I shall be able to hdp you in your 
battle or trouUe, or whatever it it." 

" And you wcni't laugh at me, Uncle Don ? " 

"That, indeed, I can promise you, Stella. I do not 
think that any trouble, even the most trivial or the most 
well-merited, can ever occasion mirth or scorn in the minds of 
those who have ever known themselves what trouble 
means." 

"Ob, Uncle Don, I like to talk to you. You seem to 
understand me. So many of the others laugh — they would 
laugh at me now, if they were here. It was something bther 
told me this very morning which seemed to put the finishing 
toucK to everything. Have you heard about it ? It is partly 
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Sir Humphrey Vanboiough's doing. He it going to hare 
a cuiAtel" 

There was something of a tragic note in her voice ; but 
York did not smile. He waited to heat more. 

"I know how kindly it is meant. Father is not so strong as 
he was, and the parish has extended, aitd that little mission 
church away on the moor, belonging to Cleethorpe and 
Stillwater, is a tax upon him. I know last winter he was 
tried and overdone. I believe I ought to be glad. I hate 
myself sometimes that I am not more unselfish. Sir 
Humphrey and Miss Lynne and a few more are going to 
subscribe the sum needful for a curate, and I believe Edna's 
brother will come. And Edna says his wife is sweet, and has 
two little children, and most likely will take our three and 
teach tbem all tc^ether — she seems to have a great gift for 
teaching. And be is musical, and will trtun the choir. Father 
says he thinks that it should be done in a different way now. 
Diana spoilt all the old methods, which were good enough 
before die came ; and now she is tired of it, and has unsettled 
the boys and made them despise me; and they are unruly, 
and sometimes impertinent, and not a bit reverent over the 
practising, as they used to be. They expect to be amused. 
Diana could amuse them ; and they are bored when she isn't 
there, and behave badly, and some of them have had to be 
turned out. Father says they want a man's hand over them. 
It never used to be so. But everything b going wrong now; 
and soon I shall be of no use at all, and shall have nothing 
left to do 1 " 

The tears had alt been shed; but the deep, almost 
passionate, intensity of Che tone was more tragic than another 
burst of weeping would have been. 

" I can scarcely think that, Stella," answered York, kindly 
and gently ; " you have been almost too busy heretofore. 
Everybody says your hands have been too full It will not 
be amiss, surely, if you have time to join more in the young 
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UTe of the place and in those recreationi which are natural to 
youth and health. It is not always well to live in a drive, and 
to be overburdened with the worries of a whole pftrish." 

Stella was silent for a moment, and then she burst out 
.almost passionately: 

" Those are just the things I do not care for — amusements, 
recreations, games and pastimes, which lead to nothing, and do 
no good in the world. I always believed life was given to us 
for better ends. I was so glad that there were always other 
things for me to da I cannot give up myself and my life to 
■ports and games, or to society pleasures. That is not the 
higher life — the life of self-sacrifice. I was quite jroung irbea 
I began to understand what that meant I tried from the 
beginning to fallow the light I have given up almost every- 
thing I cared most for — first, those things which other giils do, 
because they seemed trivial, and I saw how absorbing they 
became if followed; then my art, because I loved it better 
than anything in the world, and I thought it might become a 
snare to me. Then Rudolf — " She stopped short there and 
came to a dead pause. The colour flooded her Ucc, and she 
turned it slightly away. 

" Did you give up Rudolf Hastings ? " asked York quietly. 
" Am I right in thinking that once you and he were lovers ? " 

" I don't know exactly what you would call it We were not 
engaged," answered Stella, "but we cared for each other. We 
had always done thut He asked me once if I would marry 
him some day, and I said I ffould, if he would wait till I could 
be spared." 

She stopped short, and York said, with a slight smile : " Well, 
and perhaps that time may be coming at last, Stella." 

" Yes, when it is too late ! " she cried suddenly and 
passionately. " It is my frtult, Uncle Don. Don't blame him 
He came to me in the spring. He had inherited that little 
fortune. He wanted us to be married soon. I did not see 
how I could be spared. I told him so. He was rather angry. 
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We did not exactly quarrel ; but he said it must be one thing 
or the other, dthei we must be engaged and married in 
reasonable time — or else there must be an end." 

" Well, Stella?" 

" I did not see how I could be spared. There were so 
many, many things then ; and I thought Rudolf was selfish. 
We were young, and we must think of others before ourselves. 
I spoke to him about renunciation, and he did not seem to 
anderstand or sympathise. I thought perhaps we should not 
be happy together. So I told him there had better be an end 
of it — and be went away. Somehow I did not quite know 
what it would be like without him. And now be has forgotten 
all about it He only thinks of Diana Conquest He would 
marry her to-morrow if she would hare him; and I think 
perhaps she will have him — if nobody better turns up. But 
she does not love him. She does not know what lore means. 
She will never, never be able to make bim happy. Oh, Rudolf 
—Rudolf I" 

York sat still and quiet before this self- revelation. When be 
spoke it was in gentle and reassuring tones. 

" Thitms, indeed, do seem to be going wrong with you, little 
Stella ; but we need not quite make up our minds it will always 
be so. Yon gave up Rudolf from a sense of duty, was that it? And 
do you think he understood that it was not from a lack of love ? " 

Stella spoke with a certain hopelessness of tone. 

" Sometimes I don't think anybody understands — not jven 
Miss Lynne, though she is always kind. I know she never 
approved of my giving up my drawing, which I love better 
than any other occupation in the world. But that is just it 
When I love a thing like that I feel that there must almost be 
something wrong about it I must put every other duty first, 
and give it up, if need he All the most beautiful lives I know 
have been lives of self-«acrifice. That is what I have always 
wanted mine to be. I have always tried to give up the things 
I cared for most" 

o 
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" That jroa might follow the more closely in the footsteps of 
our Lord," spoke York TevercDtly ; " that has been the thought 
in your heart, I think, Stella." 

Tears of another sort suddenly stood in her eyes. 

" Indeed, indeed, it has. Uncle Don I I am so glad you 
understand — some people don't Not so very long ago Diana 
Conquest told me I was talking nonsense when I tried to say 
something like that to her. I find it so hard to make people 
understand what I mean. But I can never get rid of this 
conviction : the Pattern Life was a life of self-sacrifice, and 
tberefcHv we who call ourselves His followers, and are called 
by His name, must also sacrifice ouiselves, and give up our 
own will, and choose the hard and stony paths instead of the 
smooth and pleasant ones. Look at Miss Lynne's life ; look 
at yours. Uncle Don. Vou have both given up so much, 
suffered so much, and it has made you different from other 
people." 

He did not speak ; he sat looking strught before him. 

Stella's eyes sought his face, and she asked sofdy : " Do you 
understand. Uncle Don ? " 

" Yes," he answered ; " I think I understand your point of 
view, Stella. But I also understand that of the people who 
seem to you unsympathetic and lacking in comprehension. 
Do you really fiul to see what they mean, too, though they 
may not put it very sympathetically?" 

" I think I understand very well," she answered ; " they are 
not willing for self-sacrifice themselves, and they cannot under- 
stand it in anybody else. People don't like — whether they 
know it or not — to hear a higher standard advocated than they 
are prepared to live up to themselves. I don't mind saying 
this to you, Uncle Don, because you will not misunderstand 
me, and think I have an exalted opinion of myself. I know 
bow very, very far short I fall; All I can say is, that I am 
trying, and that the life of self-sacrilice is the life of Christ 
That is so, is it not, Uncle Don ? " 
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* It is — and it is not — if you know what I mean, Stella. 
Do you understand what I mean when I tell you that you are 
putting (as the homely proverb has it) the cart before the 
horse ? " 

She did not understand, and her face showed it. 

"Out Loid came to live upon earth as Man, no^ primarily, 
to suffer and die, but to do the will of the Father. That was 
the end and aim and object of His mission. That the will of 
the Father involved the bitter suffering of the Cross, the laying 
down of the human life, that He might receive it again in 
Resurrection glory as the first-fruits of those that sleep. He 
knew, and in that knowledge He went forward along the 
appointed path without flinching, as followers of His bare 
done along their {^pointed path of suffering in the power 
they have received from Him. But our Lord has left us a 
very beautifiil and a very significant lesson, which should be 
to us a warning, as well as a lesson — a warning against any 
sort of morbid love of self-immolation and suffering for iis 
own sake, if it be not appointed us from God Himself." 

He paused ; but Stella said nothing, only keeping her hands 
rather closely locked together. 

" In the Garden of Gethsemane He prayed that the cup of 
trial and suffering might pass from Him — that He might not 
be called upon to drink it ; but only that — if it were the will 
of the Father. There, again, came the crux and touchstone 
of the whole matter — the will of God He did not choose 
suffering and death ; but He bore it without a murmur when 
convinced that His Father had willed it for Him. It was 
necessary for the Captain of our salvation to be made perfect 
through sufferinga But are we ever told that we are to be 
perfected (of necessity) in the same way?" 

" I thought we were to follow Him." 

"Yes; but as He shall show us the way. He received 
gifts for men when He ascended into the heavenltes, which 
by the Spirit He transmitted to us below — apostles, prophets, 
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CTtngditts, pastors, and teachen, ' for the perfecdng of the 
■aintt, for the woric of the ministiT, for the edifyiDg of die 
Body of Chriit.' We are perfected not thiongh works or 
safferingt of our own, but through His gifts. As with Him, 
so with us ; we may not decide whether this or that act of 
self-sacrifice may be appointed us. I mean that we must not 
r^ard it as a forgone conclusion that ever; act of renuncia- 
tion is a step forward along the heavenly road. We must ask 
whether it be the will of God that we make it He has given 
us all things richly to enjof. He may ask of us to renounce 
some of these ; but He does not desire to see us, His 
children, throw back tU His good gifts in His face, and 
then flatter ourselves thai we are <tf necessity pleasit^ Him. 
He gives us talents which it is a joy to us to eierctse, and 
which may be exo^nsed also to the good or the pleasure 
of our fellowmen, and often in measure to His honour 
and glory. He does not give us these tastes and talents 
with one hand to snatch them away with the other — at least, 
I cannot believe it We must use, of course, a discretion 
and moderation in all things. But I believe that of each 
talent entrusted to us we shall be asked to render account 
one day. To bury it in the earth is not to use it for His 
honour. Little Stella, do you say of God that He is an 
austere man, reaping where He has not sown, and gathering 
where He has not stiawed, that you are so resolved to make 
no use of the talent entrusted you, or to let everything else 
take precedence of it, and think you are doing well in 
thU?" 

Ha eyes had suddenly lighted eagerly. 

" Oh, Uncle Don, I had never thought of it like that I Do 
you think my drawing is a talent like that 7 " 

" I certainly do, Stella. It is a gift bestowed ; its exercise, 
of coarse, in moderation, would take you out of yourself and 
your little wearing treadmUl ; it would be a source of pleasure 
to you and to oth&s; and, moreover, it might be one day — if 
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you do not many, perhaps even if yon do — a fiwtor of do 
small importance in youi life and in that of others." 

" How do you mean ? " 

" Why, I mean a very practical thing. I mean you might 
make money by this talent Your father is not a man of 
private means. He has thiee little children, besides yourself, 
and a delicate wife. If anything were to happen to him, it 
would become a serious question how you would all live. 
These are things which should be thought of, Stella. And 
even if you never really wanted money in this way, its 
possession might enlaige your sphere of usefulness in many 
ways. This, of course, is a more mundane view of the matter, 
but it is not one to be altogether set aside. You have a 
brother. Some day, perhaps, you will want to visit him. It 
would be a joy to you both ; hut travelling is a costly pleasure 
and you might not be able to afford it, unless you could make 
the money. He might some day be in need of help for some 
venture. If you could furnish the funds, what a pleasure it 
would be to you both 1 But you know I would not say these 
things to you if I believed that the exercise of your talent 
would be a snare to you — following a lower path, and leading 
jou into temptation. It is because I believe God gave you 
that gift to exercise that 1 want to see you doing so. And 
now that your way seems opening for a larger command of 
your time, instead of weeping you should be smiling, and 
preparii^ some of those canvases and colours, and getting 
ready to start work again t " 

" Ob, Uncle Don, if I only dared to think it I " 

His face, which had been smiling^ grew grave again, and 
he looked very earnestly upon her as he said : 

"Until you can see and bdieve in your heart that it 
is right, you must not do it, Stelhu St Paul has warned 
us never to tamper with the conscience of the weak brother. 
If even an innocent thing seem sinful to bim, then he 
must not touch it We may not laugh and flout his scmples, 
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bnt we may itrive to open bis eyes, and to strengdien 
that feeble grip he bas upon the glodoos liberty of the 
children of God, which enables them richly to enjoy and 
abundantly to use those gifts which He has bestowed upon 
them. But if, tbroogh lack of bith, or a morbid perversion of 
certain tniths, he cannot see his liberty, then he must wear his 
fetters till God strikes them off from him. See here, Stella, 
you are running the risk of sptriling your own lif^ and perhaps 
that of another, l^ your passion for self-sacrifice. What I 
want you to be quite certain of is whether it be God's will that 
you sacrifice all these things to your code of duty, or whether 
you are not deciding for yourself, simply because you believe 
the harder path invariably to be the one you are called upon 
to tread. If this be so, then you are in danger of that false 
righteousness which tends to pride and not humility, and which 
may become a snare to you such as your wo^ would scarcely 
be." 

He had risen, and was moving with his slow strides up and 
down the place. 

" Stella, you spoke once of me — you instanced my wreck of 
a carcase as a case of self-sacrifice. It was nothing of the 
kind. I simply did my duty as an English officer, and got 
badly cut up, and am what you see now. Do you think I 
wanted to be sacrificed? What would you have thought of 
me, or any other soldier who had deliberately walked into 
danger for the sake of sacrificing himself, as you call it? 
You would see instantly what a hideous and unpardonable 
act that would have been. A soldier does the will of his 
superior officer— and takes the cost and the risk ; there again 
you have the case in a nutshelL If he take the risk and the 
cost without orders — without the raison ^tfre, he b a fool, if 
not a knave. That is your pitfall, Stella, only in another 
form. 

" You can see the point when put crudely in that fashion, 
but the principle will apply equally to your own life. Be sure 
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that such sacrifices, such renunciations as you make are 
according to the will of God, not selected by yourself. 
Remember that the calling of the Christian is to follow the 
Lamb whitbersoerer He leadetb, not to dedde which is the 
way of the Cross and follow that, whether that be the load 
He appoints for ns or not There, I have done. I never 
meant to preach you such a sermon, but when I see the child 
of my Stella crying her heart out like that, I must see what 
the matter is j and I think the fountain-head of all these tears, 
my child, has been the discovery that there is something 
wrong with your theories of life ; but that something can be 
set to rights by a little serious thinking, and a good deal of 
earnest prayer." 
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CHAPTER XX 

THE WANINO OF SUMUKft 

Esther ttood at an upper window, ft fleecy wnp about her 
head and shoulders, waving an adieu to Diana, as she rode 
away upon her mettlesome chestnut to join Sir Humphrey and 
Colonel York — and later on the Squire, and possibly Sally, for 
a " training run," as she termed it, for herself and her new 
possession. 

A crisp touch of autumnal chill had suddenly com^ as 
though to remind them of the approaching change of season. 
The heliotropes and some of the more delicate of the bedding 
plants hung blackened heads and shrivelled leaves earthwards, 
though the hardier flowers yet made brave show ; and Esther 
declared it her opinion that these few premature &osls would 
be succeeded by plenty more l»ight, warm weeks, and refused 
to permit any wholesale destruction of her summer garden. 

But the cold — or something else — had also laid bands upon 
herself and for a week now she had not been downstairs. She 
sometimes felt that her health had suffered someirtiat from the 
long years of confinement spent in the heated and enervating 
atmosphere of her invalid father's room. She was herself one 
of those who loved fresh air and sunshine, and to whom an 
outdoor life was a joy. But it had been her lot to live in 
something of a hothouse atmosphere, and this had developed 
in her a susceptibility which had not been natural to her in her 
youth, and for which she was not prepared. This, at least, 
was how she accounted for the little attack of threatened 
pleurisy which had forced her to keep to her room these last 
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days. And now, though the sun was shining, and she was 
longing to be out again, she had promised to remain one more 
day in durance vile, though she bad insisted upon Diana's 
taking the projected ride, which was to be something of a trial 
of the capabilities of her new hunter, and of the girl's own 
qualifications as a horsewoman. 

The Squire and Sir Humphrey had both interested them- 
selves not a little over the question of Diana's hunter. Sir 
Humphrey bad been setting his own stables in order with a 
view to some riding and hunting for himself, and also for York, 
in so far as he was able to indulge in that congenial exercise. 
He was now sufficiently recovered to enjoy saddle exercise in 
moderation. He had neither the strength nor the means to 
hunt, and would not have indulged himself in that pastime at 
another man's cost But he could not refuse to mount the 
sturdy cob Sir Humphrey had uiduded amongst bis own 
purchases, and already the congenial and familiar exercise was 
having a beneficial effect upon him. 

It was natural under these circumstances that Diana should 
solicit Sir Humphrey's co-operation in the matter of hei own 
hunter. The Squire was the adviser and referee of them both, 
and took a lively interest in the choice. 

"I think I should like him fair best," Diana had said. 
" 111 not make a point of it If he comes dark, 111 take him ; 
but for choice I prefer fair men and fair horses I " 

So when this handsome chestnut had been passed sound, 
warranted to take fences and water-jumps without fiinching, 
and to show a sovereign contempt for motoi-cais and engines 
of all descriptions, Diana was delighted to feet him her own 
possession, delighted alike with his bright "fair" coat, with 
his symmetry and strength of build, and with that hot and fiery 
temper which the Squire told her usually went with chestnuts, 
unless they were " slugs." 

" It's a curious thing with that colour, they're almost always 
either e;rtra ho^ or extry ' logy,' as my old Wend Jim the whip 
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used to call it. You don't often get the medium with chest- 
nuts. But he's a nice-tempered creature — no vice about him. 
That's where I draw the line for a woman's riding. I hate to 
see a habit on a vicious horse. But a high spirit and playful- 
ness, with a good temper and a good mouth — thaf s what I like 
myself, and tiy to get for my friends. I thihk that's what you 
will gad you have got in Conquerer, my dear. I know the 
stock he comes from. I don't think hell ^1 you." 

It was Archie who gave the creature bis name. Diana 
laughed and called it appropriate, and it stuck from that 
moment Esther, as she watched the pair that crisp autumnal 
morning, thought that they looked as though they could 
conquer the world between them. She followed them with 
bet eyes to the gate, where the other horsemen awaited her. 
She saw the greetings exchanged between them, saw how Diana 
rode along beside Sir Humphrey, turning her bright face 
towards him, eager over some question she was putting. She 
saw him bend towards her, and seem to show her something 
about the holding of the reins. She remembered with a little 
thrill how in old days she and Humphrey Vanborough bad 
ridden side by side down that very leafy lane, and how he had 
shown her the military fashion of using the reins, which she 
had invariably adopted so long as she continued her riding. 
She had given up this exercise, as she had given up so many 
things, because her nervous and fretful father could not bear 
the thought of her continuing it She found that he was always 
worse on her return — that he was always picturing imaginary 
accidents and perils for her. She had fought his fancies as 
long as she was able, and then, when she had found it 
impossible longer to combat them, and saw that he really 
suffered, she quietly gave up her own pleasure, and for seven 
years bad never mounted a horse. 

The riders vanished round the bend of the road, but Esther 
still stood gazing out over the sunny October world. There 
was an immense depth of sweetness in her eyes — but was there 
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just a toach of sadness too? Diana had been telling Esther 
all through the summer that she vas growing younger, that 
she was younger and prettier every day. But to-day she felt 
just a little as though the frost of age had touched her — as 
the autumn frost had touched her garden. She had had a 
wonderfully happy summer. Often it had come over her with 
a little thrill of wonder, almost of self-reproach, how happy this 
summer had been — the first one since her loss. And to^y 
she was not unhappy— only something had just come to dim, 
as it were^ by a foint breath, the sunshine in which she had 
been walking. She scarcely knew what it meant herself; but 
she found herself asking questions, each one of which brought 
a tiny little pang to her own heart 

"Would it be for her happiness — and for bis? They are 
the two dearest things I have upon earth. If it should be so 
with them, would it not be a joy to me ? I think that I am 
growing old. Is it not always that a woman ages before a 
man? He is not old — not in heart or in mind or in 
constitution. And Di — dear, loving, impetuous Di — does she 
not want a strong band over her? Does she not feel that 
herself sometimes ? Is it not that consciousness which makes 
her so often leave the young men for him ? Has she not that 
feeling of safety in his presence which I know so well f Wby 
should she not care for him? He is old enough to be her 
&ther, in truth ; but many happy wives have husbands as old ; 
and is age, after all, quite so much a matter of years as some 
people think ? I wonder — I wonder ! Oh, if it were for their 
happiness I should be glad — I should rejoice ! 

" My dream is quite, quite over and done with. Of course^ 
there will never be for roe anybody like him in all the world. 
That I have always known— I love the knowledge. But when we 
grow old we can content ourselves with that which in youth seems 
such a poor exchange — friendship for love. He will always be 
my friend — the best and truest friend. Nothing can change 
that. But does he desire anything else? Sometimes I have 
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thought— bat that may be lU my foocy. I have so little to 
offer him — I am just an old-&shiotted, middle^ged woman, 
without aojrthing to attract TAy hnre be would hare — the 
love of a lifetime ; but after all, what is that ? And she is so 
beautiful — so brilliant ; she would make a name for hersdf in 
the gay world — and he has a name and a reputaiioD of bis 
own. And if she has come to lore bim ? — ah, let me not 
stand for one moment in the light of her hapi»ness 1 Would 
I have her suffer, that I might be a little more happy than I 
am now ? Ob, no, no I — God knows that her happiness and 
her safety stand first in my heart I sometimes think ibe is 
in danger — in danger from herself. He would help ber to 
fight her battles. He perhaps sees what I do of the perils 
which beset her — perils of which she is partly conscious 
hersdf— and se^ aid against fix>m us. Shall she seek in 
vain 7 My dearest sister's only child 1 Ah, if it is not to be 
for myself— that noble, generous heart — let it be for her t " 

Esther had scarcely regained ber pleasant upstairs parlour, 
and settled herself before the cheerful fire with her books, her 
work, and some letters to answer, before her solitude was 
invaded by Stella, who entered with a very bright face, and 
with a square, slim package, carefully wrapped, in her hands. 

" I have brought you a little present. Miss Lynne^" she 
said ; " I do hope you will like it May I undo and show it to 
you?" And without waiting for answer, Stella slipped off 
string and wrappers, and displayed a crayon head of Sir 
Humphrey Vanborough. 

It was a telling likeness. Esther almost started as she 
met the level, direct gaze of the pictured eyes, which 
seemed looking straight into her own, with just that mellow 
friendliness and kindliness which was so marked and 
chaiacteristic of her old friend. Stella was talking eagerly. 

" It is Di's idea. She brought bim to my studio for it 
She has persuaded him that I can paint his portrait for the 
Academy next spring, and that if he will let me do s<^ it 
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night be tbe means of my getting hung there. I can scarcely 
beliera it I It seems too good to be true ; but they leem to 
think that tbe portrait of Sir Humphiey Vanborough, K.S.I., 
would have a very good chance of a place, if tbe painting 
were not too fearfully bad. And I will work— ob, how I will 
work I But I said that tbe first sketch I made roast be for 
you. Dear Miss Lynne, you have always been telling me 
that I ought not to n^lect my drawing, and now I am so 
happy at taking it up once mwe that sometimes I bqpn to be 
frightened again ; only I am trying to grow into the feeling 
that it is one of those things given me richly to enjoy. And 
oh t how I do enjoy it I " 

** My dear child, I am so glad 1 How has it all come 
about?" 

" I think it is Uncle Don's doing, really ; though, of course, 
it is a great deal because Edru's brother and his wife have 
come, and I have so much more time now. Only if it bad not 
been for Uncle Don, and the things he had made me see, I 
dont think I should have dared to do anything I liked so 
much. I am half afraid now sometimes. I can't quite get 
over the feeling that the thing one wants most to do is tbe 
thing which one ought to give up first. But Uncle Don says 
it is a want of bitb, and shows an imperfect miderstanding of 
the fotheily love of God. Do you think that, too 7 " 

" I think, dear, that the real essence of it all is that we 
should not be too eager to choose for ourselvw, but to 'wait 
upon God,' as it says in the Psalm, leaving Him to direct our 
path and our way. And it may be just as self-willed of us to 
be resolved to give up that which is dearest to us, should it 
be a ^fi or a talent which He may have endowed us with for 
some wise and useful purpose, as to choose some pleasant path 
merely for our own gratificatioa Would an earthly &tbet be 
pleased with this spirit in a child, if, when he gave his son 
something, the use and exercise of which would be for 
pleasure and profit, the boy were to lay it aside and scare' 
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touch it, saying, ' I enjoj it too much, therefore it must be 
wrong or dangerous.' We know that such a spirit of renuncia- 
tion in other timet led men and women to that unnatural life of 
the cloister, and robbed the world of influences which might 
have been very benefidal to it. In these modem days, when 
it seems so bard for people to show moderation, when they 
are BO prone to ride their hobbies to death, I often think 
the danger is much the same. Whether it is for pleasure, or 
whether it is for work, or whether it is for self-sacrifice and 
devotion — people seem in danger of overdoing it I suppose 
it is the spirit of the age. One sees it in everything. But our 
baptismal vow of temperance in all things covers the whole 
field. If only we thoi^ht more and [sayed more for that 
spirit, I often think we should go less ofleu astray." 

"How strange that you shofild have said that I It is exactly 
what Uncle Don is always telling me. I did not understand 
at first what he meant; I am not quite sure that I am dear 
now, He does not say anything against them, but I know he 
does not like all out local guilds and associations and con- 
fraternities. He thinks that they often waste time and energy 
in strainii^ at side-issues, instead of driving home the real 
integral truth. I don't know quite what to think about it 
Uncle Don is very kind and nice, and understands that 
one has to try all sorts of things to get hold of people. But 
he always comes back to that same point — the baptismal vow. 
He says that that covers everything — which, indeed, it 
does — and that we ought to be hammering at that good old 
fundamental vow already uken, instead of imposing little 
differently-worded, and what he once called ' trumpery,' 
promises and underukings, when so much more had really 
been solemnly pledged." 

Esther sat looking at the [HCture before ber, whilst Stella 
talked on and unbosomed herself of so many of the doubts 
and perplexities which had been assailing ber lately. Suddenly 
she heard words which arrested her attention afresh, though 
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it had not really wandered, and she had given gjrmpathetic and 
comprehending answers to the confidences bestowed upon 
her. 

"Just think of it You were no older than Diana when you 
made that great renunciation. Oh, please don't mind my 
speaking of it, for of course everybody knows how much Sir 
Humphrqr cared for you when he was a young man. I have 
always had that before my eyes. It is your example partly. 
Miss Lynne, that always made me feel that self-sacrifice was 
such a holy and beautiful and elevating thing. And how can 
I help feeling it more than ever in watchir^ Diana now? 
Everything, everybody, is to be sacrificed to her pleasure. She 
does not think and she does not care, so loag as she is first, so 
long as she is amused. She took Rudolf away from me — well, 
perhaps that is speaking too strongly. I had sent him away 
myself, but I think he would not have taken my words as so 
final but for her. I tried not to mind. I was ready to give 
him up if it were for his happiness and hers. They seemed 
suited to each other. The bmily would have liked it. fiut 
see how she treats him. She gives him no answer — that I 
know firom Sally; Sally is getting hot about it. She wants to 
keep him still in her train ; but out of sight with her is out of 
mind. He has gone back to his work, and now, for want of 
better amusement, she is trying to get Sir Humphrey away from 
you I Oh, Miss Lynne, don't let her! don't let her I She 
would make him miserable. He knows what a good, true, 
unselfish woman is like. It would be terrible for him to be 
tied" to a selfish, frivolous, heartless — " 

Stella stopped suddenly, for Esther's astonished gaze was 
bent upon her. If a pet dove had suddenly turned into a wild 
hawk, the astonishment felt by Esther could scarcely have t)een 
greater. Her face was just a little pale, but there was no 
anger in her expression, only a great, questioning surprise. 
Stella suddenly flung herself at her old friend's feet. 

" Oh, forgive me if I am saying what I have no right to say, 
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but do just mtch and be oa your guard. I kaow how 
beautifttl she is, and how bsdruting to most people ; bat oh, 
that ii just the danger I I do not know whether she means it cw 
can help it ; but she has a genius for sdf-gratification, and you 
are bo good ! so good I Oh, Miss Lynne, don't be angry with 
me. I know it must sound ridiculous from me ; but if I have 
made t mistake about selT-sacrifice and renundation— and I 
be^ to think I hare — don't, don't youiself give up everything 
for DL She is not worth it — indeed, she is not. Any man 
would do for her, who had money and brains and a career. 
Sutxess is all she caies for — a name and a position, and to be 
admired and courted. Oh, dont give up Sir Humphrey to 
hei. She does not care for him really. She has no true 
undefstanding of him. It is Just that she must be first with 
everyone ; and he is so very kind and delightful and foscinating 
in his way. Do please be on your guard, and forgive me. 
You have never had anything all youi life, and she has bad so 
much —so mucb. Don't let her have this, too ; and {dease, 
please forgive me fw saying all thisi But I met them out 
riding as I came, and I saw how it was with her, and it seemed 
to set my heart on fire. Now I am going; please dont be 
very angry with me, but just watch. You will see — I am afraid 
you will see. But dont let her have all her own way. It isnt 
fail — it isn't good for her. And, oh, we do all so want to see 
you happy at last I " 

The girl was gone before Esther could recover herself to 
make reply. She sat very still and quiet, with the pictured 
fooe before her, those stead&st eyes seeming to probe into 
ben with a half-smile, whilst the firm lips were grave and sweet 
It was the bee of her youthAil lover, matured and grown 
stronger and nobler. It was a face to trust — a face to rest 
content with, a hce upon which it was good to look. But was 
it the face of a man easily hoodwinked, easily cajoled, easily 
deceived f She thought not 

SteUa's words had struck her almost like a blow. She 
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benelf had not been ignorant of the failings in Di't character 
— failings of which the girl herself was by no means unaware, 
and of which she spoke sometimes with the touch of humility 
which always went to Esther's heart But she bad not known 
that others saw them so plainly — that they were discussed 
between the girls, her companions, that hard things were 
spoken of her, and unworthy actions and motives attributed. 
That was what hurt; and it hurt the more that the 
imputations were not altogether undeserred. The sting of 
the whole thing lay there ; and Esther passed a strange day, 
scarcely opening a book or touching a pen, her ears all on the 
alert for die sounds of returning horse-hoofs. She grew so 
restless that she could not remain upstairs as she had intended, 
but betook herself to the warm and cosy boudoii, where she 
presently rang for tea. But before the tiay bad been brought 
she heard the dear tones of Diana's voice calling g^ly to some 
companion ; 

"Ah, but come in — do I III give you a cosy cup of tea. 
I can really make it as well as Esther — if you can believe me. 
And you shall tell me some more of your fascinating tales. 
Perhaps, by-and-by. 111 take yon upstairs to see Esther, and 
you shall assure her that Conqueror is really capable of 
carrying Conquest But we will get our tea first — I'm 
iust dying for a cup. We've had a splendid day I That's 
right, come in I " Then the door was flung open, and Diana, in 
her splashed habit, advanced into the room, and stopped short, 
exclaiming, " Why, here she is herself— Esther is in evidence 
to answer for her own sins and shortcomings. Esther, darling, 
I have just insisted upon giving Sir Humphrey his tea; but it 
will be ten times more refreshing if you will give it to us both. 
Ill just take my ease, and you shall do everything. You are 
sure you are fit to be down f " 

Next minute Sir Humphrey was holding Esther's hand and 
asking anxiously after her. She looked up to meet the kindly 
glance of those friendly eyes, and the tremor and trouble of 

p 

UigilizKl,, Google 



»6 TTbe Mece of Estbec li^nne 

her beait ms uueiuibly quieted. Diuu had tossed off her 
hit, and wu stretched in one of her easy, graceful attitudes in 
a deep easy-chair. The firelight danced and flickered over 
her trim ^ure in the well-cut habit, and the deep, golden 
lights and ibadowt of her hair. Her eyes were bright and 
very watchftil as they rested upon the pair opposite. She let 
them both wait upon her and attend to her wants as a matter 
of cootK, she watching them the while with a flicker of 
a m us emea t in her eyes. 

" We have bad a delightful day, and Sir Humphrey is 
dumning," she remariced. " I really think he has a better 
seat than the Squire ; and I cant say more than that ! My 
botse is perfeaim, and I think I've convinced the Squire 
that I can ride. He'll take me with him to the first meet, and 
I'm going shooting with him, whether he likes it or not Sally 
mayn't shoot — Lady Caroline has put her foot down there. 
Poc^ Sally is awfully riled, but consoles herself with hockey. 
She won't ever ride to hounds, you know. She uses up her 
father's old honten when they are not up to his weight any 
longer, and cuts about by herself joining the run when she 
chooses^ and making her own line. She says she looks a 
fright on horseback, and hates the flummery of the meet 
But she can stick on over everything, though she looks like 
a sack of potatoes on a horse. Poor old Sal ! It's too bad to 
laugh at her ; she's a real good sort But how she came to be 
such an ungainly creature I can't imagine I " 

They VM Es^er of the da^s doings. Diana had a charming 
way of drawing out Sir Humphrey, and making him talk. She 
had learnt more about himself and his own doings than 
anybody else, and they had little jokes and mutual under- 
standings of their own, which evoked many a peal of laughter 
as they talked. Diana always explained to Esther the meaning 
of any such hidden jest, and Esther had never hitherto thought 
of herself in any way as an outuder when they were all 
together. But to-day (was it that she was a little tired and 
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not quite up to the mark?) the found herself wondering 
whether she were in any sense of the word dt trop — or 
whether the; would have enjoyed their tea more had she 
remained upstairs. 

She put the thought away. Never did any bitter or repining 
sentiment flourish in that gentle and unselfish heart 

Di's dear voice was saying joyously as she bid Sir Humphrey 
adieu: 

" The summer is over, to be sure. I thought I should be 
sorry when it went ; but, really, I think autumn is going to be 
just as charming in its way 1 " 

Summer over I The words fell upon Esther's ears somewhat 
strangely as she sat alone in the dusk. Their guest had left. 
Di had gone to change her dress, and she sat alone over the 
fit«. 

Was summer gone indeed — never to return ? 
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SHOOTIMC — ^AHD KtSCHIBF 

Esther's bee shoved that she did not quite like it; her 
ezpresutHi was tlightlj disturbed sod anxious. Diana saw it, 
and laughed gailjr, turning herself round for inspection with 
that confidence in her own appearance and the perfeaion 
of hex aj^KHntments which was natural to her, and which 
scarcely seemed to sarour of vanity, it was so thoroughly 
mattei-of-couTse. 

Bustine had cut the short, wotkmanlikecoat and skirt; Heath 
was responsible for the dainty and most becoming cap. Every- 
thing was perfect in its way — and the latest thing out— down 
to the light shot-gun, whose shining barrel seemed so strangely 
out of place in Esther's old-world room, which at kU seasons 
seemed to smelt of rose-leaves and lavendo-, and to wear its 
peculiar aspect of peace and stiUness. Esther was still a good 
deal upstadrs. Her strength was not equal to loo many 
demands, and her old friend, the doctor c^ the places tidd 
her, in his rather bluff fashion, that her charming niece bad 
been just a little too much for her these past months^ and that 
she had overdrawn slightly upon her reserves of strength. She 
could not quite get rid of her cough, and though she went 
out most days, and came down to meals and for the erentog; 
she was not altogether sony to be counselled to spend a certain 
number of hours upstairs in the quiet of her own room, leavii^ 
Di and her merry young friends, who had now got into the way 
of making Convent House a sort of centre, to entertain them- 
selves bdow, enjoying the distant sounds of their gay voices, 
ts8 
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but not always joining them, save, perhaps, for a brief time to 
dispense the hospitalities of tbe tea-tabl& 

Not infrequently she foand Sir Humphrey there ; cootinnally 
Archie Vanborough was one of the party, and, more occa- 
sionally. Colonel York, whose friendship with Esther herself 
had become an unexpected factor in his life. Diana used 
laughingly to declare that Convent House must really take 
the bachelors of Nun's Bower upon its mind during the dull 
winter days, oi else the wretched men-folk would betake them- 
selves to IxHidon and club-land in sheer despair. So &r, 
however, those bachelors had appeared entirely contented 
with tbdr quarters and with their surroundings, and though 
they very readily availed themselves of the easy hospitality 
accorded them, showed no disposition towards London life, 
save that Archie was more or less backwards and forwards, 
though it was wonderful how he kept returning to his kinsman's 
house, as though drawn thither by a magnet 

And now sport was all the talk, and tbe prospect of pheasant 
sboodng and banting occupied tbe masculine mind a good 
deal, to the exclusion of other matters ; and Esther Lynne was 
just a little aghast to discover that Di intended to accompany 
the sportsmen, just as she intended to follow the hounds when 
the hunting should commence. 

And now, clad in her workmanlike clothes, which h» height 
and her graceful proportions made eminently becoming to her, 
she presented herself before her aunt, and lightly pirouetted 
round her to show herself off. 

" I know you dont quite like it, you old-fashioned darling ; 
but you know you took me 'for better — for wuss' when I 
thrust myself upon you, and I warned you you'd got rather a 
handful with your bargain I I cant stay at home when all the 
world is out ; and I can't make hockey the aim and object of 
my life as Sally does. I'm a modem-day product, and must 
live as such. You may be very thankful I don't insist on 
smoking cigarettes in the drawing-room. I do consider your 
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feelings to that ettent, Esther. When I smoke, I do it in 
[rinte. So be thankful for small meides.' 

Esther was looking at ha with her gentle laminous gaxe, 
which somehow expressed so mnch more, both of love and 
of misgiving than her lips were wont to speak. Diana felt 
that something nnderlar the significance of that glance^ and 
dropping a light kiss on Esther's brow, asked laughingly : 

"Well, and what would jrou like to say, if you dared, O 
moat sapient and cantious mentor?" 

" I scarcely know how to put it, my da^lil^: ; only I am so 
anxioas for your happiness — your best and truest ha^qiiness. 
And sometimes I am half aftaid you will trifle with it, or throw 
it away— without really knowing what you are doii^" 

There was a laughing light in Diana's eyes. 

"Yon sweet, old-fashioned thing 1 You are just like a 
rerintl of Cranford or Jane Austen. You think I am not 
* elegant female ' enough to please the taste of the men-folk t 
Your idea is that a girl must get a faosband before she can be 
really happy ; and you are afraid I am not going tbe right way 
to w(^l But I assure you, you darling creature; that 
hosbands are by no means the aim and object of our lives. 
I'm not sure that the surest way of having a good time all 
round, and steerii^ clear of worries and bothers and troubles 
of aU sorts, isn't to keep matrimony at arm's-length. Anyhow, 
this child is in no hurry to find a mate : so don't you worry 
about that t Sally and I will set up as two old maids togedier , 
and rent Nun's Bower from Sir Humphrey — when he doesn't 
want it any longer. So long, Esther t " and Di vanished with 
a peal of silvery laughter, leaving her words with respect to 
Nun's Bower unexplained, though they had brought up a quick 
involuntary flush to Esther's face. 

Diana marched away, carrying her gun in the hollow of her 
arm, in a fashion which showed her well used to tbe use of that 
weapon. She was in gay mood, and was laughing inwardly 
tbe while. A spirit of mischief possessed her. She was just a 
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tiiflc piqued by Esther's words. She had spoken the truth in 
measure when she said that she was in no haste to wed ; hut 
she had no intention of remaining pennanently a spinster. 
She knew enough of the world to be aware that the position 
she desired to hold there would not be easily attained by an 
unmarried woman, even though she might have a handsome 
fortune and a plentiful dower of good looks and assurance. 
The short cut to the position she desired to occupy was a 
suitable marriage, afterwards launching herself upon the gay 
tide of fashion and politics, where, with her own gifts and the 
prestige of such a husband as she should select, she might 
hope to cut a figure and fill a place such as she desired to do. 
But she had not yet made up her mind as to the paitner she 
should select ; and as she sped along she spoke half aloud in a 
smiling soliloquy. 

" Sir Humphrey would really be a good man for the part 
I should love to be my lady — there is a good sound about 
Lady Vanborough — and perhaps, if the oracle were worked 
aright, we could get him made a baronet ot^even a peer in 
time. I should be presented at Coait, of course. I should 
make my way by leaps and bounds ; and there is something 
particularly fascinating about him. I am never bored in bis 
company. I behave better with him than with most; and 
then it would not, in all probability, be a contract that would 
last long enough for roe to get too much bored by. 

"There are such things as laws of nature, and without meaning 
anything brutal or unkind, or desiring his dear old life shortened 
by a day, I should most likely be left a widow in the prime of 
my life, with an assured position and a handsome income ; 
and that is not a thing to be sneezed at. I'm awfully fond of 
the old dear. I would make him a most charming wife. I 
should be an old man's darling, as the saying is, and I really 
think I should play the part with spirit and grace. It's really 
worth conadering seriously. It doesn't do to trifle with a 
situation too long. Ifs pretty plab that he and Esther are 
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going to cooteat tfa enu rf wi with a. pUunic fiioidsfaip for the 
rot at their daji ; and naUj, 1 beliere that the; have judged 
wisdy and well for tbenuelves. If he wete to many, he ought 
to many a vife who woold posh him on, who woaid make him 
yoong a^uii, who would bngfaten him tip and trot him ronnd, 
tod kwp him from gettii^ fbssiliied. lliat's jost where Either 
would &3 him. They would lettle down a* two old fogies 
togedwr, pbtddly happy, perhaps ; but I'm not so sure even of 
thaL 

"Changes and exdtemenlsdoDtahogetheiniit Esther. She 
is ihowtng that very plainly. It would be ddightful for hex to 
have 01 often down at Convent Hotue, and fcv her to ^j a 
sort of biry godmother part to ni ; but she isn't fit for any 
otbei i6le, that's self-cvideoL And I really think I might be 
doing a kindness to make up Sir Humphrey's mind for him, if 
the dear old chap is in any difficulty about making it up for 
himselC" 

Musing thus, and with the li^t of mischief dancing in her 
^es, Diaoa came npcm the shooting-paity at the i^^inted 
qxX. She heard the Squire's booming voice before she came 
in (i^t of the speaker. He was holding forth in the foshion 
she loved to bear. 

" ^ort, sir ! I tell yon, spcM in the old-&shioned sense of 
the word in which we use it— and our bthers used it before 
us — is almost a dead lettei now. We used to make up a party, 
a few good guns — not too many — a few good dogs who knew 
their business, and one's own beaters when they were wanted, 
artd be content with a decent bag at the end, and not grumble 
at a good tramp to get it All that's out of date now, I tell 
you. You'll meet huge brakes or wagonettes crammed with 
* bounden ' (as the lads call them) from the towns, or fellows 
who have made a pile in trade, and think to play the country 
gentleman, who scarcely know one end of a gun from the 
other. Youll see them going out in gangs in their catriages, 
and theyll have some hundreds of half-tame birds driven 
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across their guns, and, I tell you, it'< like a. field day at 
Aldershot to hear them ; you'd think you'd come into a 
mock battle by the sound of the volleys — you'd never 
guess, I say, that it was pheasant ihoodi^ Sport, you 
call it I I call it bam-door butchery ; and I often wonder 
bow long itil be before these fellows take to shooting old bens 
oat of their own yards I I declare, it wouldn't be a bit 
more unsportsmanlike than the things they do now. Fiie 
across bigh-roeds, frighten horses — anything, it don't matter 
what, so long as they feel that they're playing the countiy 
gentleman, and kUIing something. And then the Inrds go 
into the market to be sold — bugh I it makes one sick. I 
declare, if things go on much longer as they're going now, III 
never fire a gun agun myself 1 They take the flavour out of 
everything with their disgusting, roodem, vulgar ways. Sport, 
indeed ! they don't know what sport is ! Our fathers would 
turn in their graves to see what was gmng on now. I often 
feel like turning in my own." 

Diana's clear laugh rang out at this point, as she swung 
lightly into their midst. She had threatened to join the party, 
bat they bad not quite t>elieved she meant it Archie had 
entreated her to come, but the others had been reticrat. 
And now the Squire looked her well over with drawn brows 
and something between a grunt and a snoit. He was very 
fond of Di. He regarded her in some sort as the girl his son 
was likely to many, and whom he hoped he would choose. 
It was perhaps rather odd that, with bis pronounced Tory 
views, be should have taken so strong a liking to so very 
modem a product as Diana Conquest ; but the Squire was no 
freer from inconsistencies than the rest of the world, and the 
girl stood high in his favour. 

** Well, young madam, if you were a daughter of mine you'd 
be sent home double quick with a flea in your ear. But since 
you are not my property, and the responsibility of you rests 
with Miss Lynne — " 
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"Ah, DO, Squire. 0<»]^ put thit grievous burden upon 
poor dmrlii^ Esther. I assure you she doeai't approve of me 
ia the least. But, you see, ruling me wasn't in the bargain 
when I took the Convent House by storm. I'm the only 
person responsible for my evil self and all my naughty ways. 
But really, when you see me shoot I think youll forgive roe." 

^ Humphrey regarded her with a lenient smile. He had 
Men modem women in India — women with whom Di's 
modernity compared very &vourably. He bad knocked about 
the wtnid too much to get into any special groove, or to 
draw bard - and • fast lines as to what was or was not to 
be dtHie. He realised fully that it was generally not the 
thing wluch was done, but how it was done, which made it 
objectionable or the reverse. He had known women wbo could 
make tea-table conveisatioo or a ballroom dance a thing of 
horror, whilst others could disphiy a daring audadty without 
suggesting a thought of bann. 

Diana saw the smile and returned it, and attached herself 
to ^ Humphrey's side, in so lar as they were able to walk 
together. The Squire was master of the ceremonies, and 
there were seven guns in all, Diana being the seventh ; and 
Ibey saw some very pretty shooting as the day went on, in 
which the girl acquitted herself so well, and with such a 
sportsmanUke quickness, dexterity, and understanding of the 
unwritten laws of the game, that the Squire could not but be 
mollified, and Archie was delighted. Her bag was as good as 
that of anyone, and at lunch she was, as ever, the life and soul 
of Ihe party. 

When dusk fell, they found themselves at some distance 
from home. Archie was claimed by « party of sportsmen 
with wbom they had fallen in on the confines of the Squire's 
property, and wbo insisted on carrying him off to dine and 
sleep with them. The Squire himself bad business to do at 
this Car end of the esute, and excused himself to attend to 
the representations of a hrmer tenant, who wanted to show 
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bim certain matters. It was the most natural thing in the 
world for Di to tramp homewards beside Sir Humphrey, 
discussing the day's doings in animated fashion, and making 
him laugh again and again with her droll mimicry of 
(Hie or another of the younger men who had formed their 
party. 

Di could be a very charming companion when she chose to 
be so; and now she did choose. She had noted, with her 
habitual quickness of intuition, to-day, both with their own 
party and with that with which they bad fallen in later, that 
Sir Humphrey was a distinct personage in the world in which 
he mored. Young men treated him with deference. It was 
easy to see that he was admired, courted even, and that his 
notice was i^arded as a favour and distinction. 

Rudolf had said something of this before. She was 
banning to see it more and more plainly. 11 he choset 
Sir Humphrey could be a man of mark in a bigger sphere 
and a wider world than the one in which he was content to 
move for the present. Insensibly she led the talk towards 
that subject. She spoke of London, of the way the world 
wagged there, of the men of note it contiuned who were 
known to him, and she was struck anew by the admissions 
which fell from him respecting his personal acquaintance with 
so many men of mark and rank. In India he had entertained 
all distinguished persons who visited bis part of the country, 
and in return had been invited by them when he himself was 
on furlough. 

The girl's eyes dilated as she realised that this man could 
at a moment's notice, if be so chose to do so, float himself 
and his wife upon just such a tide as that whereon she longed 
to launch her own bark. Great houses would be open to 
them ; they would be courted and fSted wherever they went. 
That gay, palpitating world of which she had had brief 
glimpses would become her own natural sphere, where she 
would have her own part to play — as Lady Vanborough. 
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Ha qmek mind wu leaping (ocward ; bei e^es bad kindled ; 
her theA had fluihed. Sbe exclaimed nddenty : 

" CHi, «fi7 don^ yoo go— whj dtm't joo go ? What aie you 
doing here?" 

He lodted at ber with a nnile in his eyes. Natimlly be 
had not Mlowed ber tnin of thought His own bad been 
wandering off in other directtoos. He bad to ask ber to 
explain berselC She did to earnestly and ahnost vehemently. 

"Why, don^ yoa ondentand? Yoa ought not jast to be 
vegetating bete. Yon are not an old man. You have a fdace 
in tbe world. Yoa might be a power there. You might do 
thinp. You might be thii^ Ob, I iboold love to see yoa 
there. You might be sacb a king amongst men. You cannot 
be content to settle down at Cteethorpe. The voice of tbe 
world b always calling upon its good men. Can't you hear it 
callii^ upon yoa ? " 

He looked at ber then with a smile in his eyes — duit kindly 
and comprehending smile which she knew and loved. 

" What do yoa know about that vmce, child ? " 

" Oh, I can hear it myselC I have ears, too. I jost long 
to be a man — to go forth at its bidding. I could hare done 
such thills." 

"Do you think it is ooly men who can do great thii^ in 
the world) my dear f Do you think the wc^d does not want 
its good women, too, perhaps even more than its men ? " 

" Oh, I don't know — I don't know. 1 am fond of talking 
big about what women can do ; but when it comes to trying 
coDclusioas with life, we find ourselves awAdly, frightfdlly 
handicapped. I don't know how or why it is ; tmt the bet 
remains." 

Sir Humphrey stroked his moustache thoughtfully, looking 
straight before him the while. 

" Woman's sphere is different from man's — that is very true ; 
and, for my part, I am old-fashioned enough not to wish too 
many changes in that direction. I would not compete with 
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womsn; I would bold her u infinitely, tmmeasonbly abore 
m^ to be cherished, looked up to, reverenced. Ah, my dear, 
you are, perhaps, too young to estimate as yet what power a 
good woman holds in her hands, and what she can be as a 
motiTe power for good to the man whose heart safely trusts in 
her— 'the man who lores her." 

He spoke the last two words very softly, rather dreamily, 
and with an infinite tenderness ; at the same moment, as 
though by an instinct be was half nnconsciotu of, he bared his 
bead. Diana knew in that moment that he was thinking of 
Esther Lynne, and a strange and quite unexpected and 
incompcehensiUe jealousy filled her heart Perhaps, uncon- 
sciously to herself, she had come nearer to loving Sir 
Humphrey than she knew. Or else the passion for mastery 
io her nature had been stirred to sudden life. 

Her eyes sparkled rather dangerously beneath the long 
Usbes ; hut her race was very gentle as she made answer. 

"I think I partly understand what you mean— because I 
know Esther. She is the sort of woman one feels that about. 
But, Sir HumE^irey, have you ever considered what it takes 
out of a woman to lead that sort of saintlike life — giving all, 
asking for nothing again ? I tell you, Esther has just killed 
herself with it. It is not cold she is suffering from — that is, 
only just one little symptom. It is the strain of trying to pull 
herself out of the groove in which her life has been running all 
these years. At first, when I came to her, I uiged her to do it. 
I thought it would be for her good. It seemed so hard that 
she had never bad life as we mean it when we use the word. 
3ut now I see that I was wrong— that others have been 
wrong, too. If we do not care we shall kill her amongst us — 
and we shall only know it when it is too late 1 " 

A startled look crossed Sir Humphrey's fitce. " What do 
you mean? " he asked. 

" I mean that we must let Esther alone. We must not try 
to chai^ her life too much. She is like a sweet lavender 
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buh^or anything else thtt is tender and fragrant and old- 
Cariuooed diat joa choose to liken hei to — the darling. Left 
akxie in her qniet comer, she will flourish still, and shed 
i weetn eia round her opon all who ^tproach. But we must not 
by to tianqibnt hei — to change the habits and methods of a 
lifetime, to rouse hei to a new liTe — eren though it may seem 
to be one of greater pleasure — one she so well deserves. Oh 
I know that I am not one who ooght to talk. I hare been the 
worst of all ; few I was qnite determined that she should have 
a k»dy time^ alter all die had been throogb, and should not 
•etde down as just a regolar old maid— though the sweetest 
soft tbey make of the kind. But I have had to give in at last. 
Now, as you know, I am keeping her away &om things. It is 
doctor^ orden^ of course ; bat I shouldn't care a red cent for 
them, if 1 didn't see that we were half killing her amtmgst us. 
That's what ctHues of being one of the saints of the earth. 
You have to p«j far it Bat I'm not going to let Esther pay 
for it with her lif^ if I can help it ; and if she has to vegetate 
aod live very qaiedy again this winter, ni be hermetically 
•ealed ap with hei and keep her company: But I don't like 
that tmttspaient, ethereal look she is g^t^— not one little 
bit And I mean to put a st(^ to fiu as I can to the conditions 
wbicb have created it" 

He walked w, looking straight before him like a man in a 
drcao). 

** You mean you think that Esther Lynne would suffer in 
health from — from — well, I mean from any condition wfatcb 
would too much ovetset and alter those under whidi she has 
been living so long." 

"I think it would just kill her," said IMana concisely ; "and 
that we have some of as quitt innocently begun the killing 
process already." 

Sir Humphrey did not speak again until they parted almost 
at the gates of Convent Hous^ nor woold he come in, though 
ptesaed.to do to. His fiuvwell was spoken in a more distrai 



Sbootlnfi-an& iftiscbtef 939 

way than was usual with him ; and Diana, after bidding him 
adieu, turned to watch him go, and marked his bent head and 
air of abstraction, a little gleam of malicious amusement in 
her eyes. 

" I think I have put a spoke in jour wheel," she remarked. 
" I am not going to let you throw yourself away even on dear 
old Esther, not if I can help it" 
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CHAPTER XXII 

DREAR HOmiBBR 

With the lapid tbortening of the d&ys, and with the chill 
and rain of NoTember, Sir Humphrey Vanborough't visits to 
Convent House became fewer and more imgular. A sweet, 
patient wistfulness began to mingle with the serenity of Esther's 
glance, and to shine in the depths of those liquid brown eyes. 
But no sense of injury or jealousy coald find entrance into ber 
futhlul heart and tender thoughts of the two whom she loved 
best in the world. She only said to bersdf : " He meets her 
so often dsewheie. They shoot t<%etber and bant He does 
not need to find ber out here as of (dd. I pray God they may 
be very happy together 1 If she will but give him the true 
love of hei ardent young heart, she will be indeed a happy 
woman. He will make her the best and truest and tendeiest 
of husbands. I should fear for Di were she tempted by a 
marriage of worldly splendour and ambition ; but there can be 
nothing of that in her thoughts of Humphrey. His career in 
a sense is ended. A quiet, peaceful end to a life of strenuous 
work is what he is looking forward to. Idle or useless be will 
never be ; but a smaller sphere will content him, and those 
quieter joys of domesticity which he has never lasted yeL It 
will be a safe life for her, and a happy one. Ah, I will be 
glad for them both — I will indeed 1 Their happiness is the 
dearest wish I have left in the world. When I have seen that 
consummated, I can say my Nunc Dimittis with a joyfiil 
heart." 

For there were times when Esther b^an to feel herself 
a4o 
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suddenly old — not exactly from physical failing, though she 
bad been a little over-strained and run down latterly, but 
rather as one whose life's history is done with, and the book 
ready to be closed. She knew she was not really old — that 
many years of useful life probably stretched before her ; and 
yet in spite of this knowledge there was a sense upon ber 
of a full stop— of a blank wall rising up, as it were, of 
the closing for ever of her life's story- She did not seek to 
analyse closely ; her nature was not introspective, and she had 
long schooled hersdf to take joy and pain alike from the 
hands of the Heavenly Father without murmur or revolt. 
Yet the feeling weighed somewhat upon her, bringing a. tender 
wistfulness into her eyes ; and Diana saw it, chafed beneath it, 
till her mood alternated between fits of wild spirits and days 
of restlessness and feverish energy, which peiplexed Esther, 
and made her question sometimes whether all were quite well 
with the girL 

Diana in those days made great show of affection for 
Esther. She would caress her vehemendy — almost roughly 
sometimes — calling her by a hundred odd terms of endear- 
ment She watched over her with something of a dragon-like 
authority, insisting upon her resting much, not exposing herself 
to fatigue or cold, and not being worried with too much 
company. 

" Dr. Ballard says you have been overdone ; and I know he 
thinks it's my fault You were quite well till I came, and 1 
stirred you up with a long pole — and see the result Now I'm 
going to get you round again. 1 won't have it said that I've 
killed you, or am going the way to do it. You were a perfect 
darling. You gave us all a lovely summer. I never had a 
better all-round time in my life ; but if it's going to be the 
death of you, we'll never have such another." 

It was useless for Esther to protest that the summer g^eties 
could not have had much to do with it Diana had made up 
her mind, and that was the end of it The {^1 herself was 
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out all weatben, and most days, cotnii^; home in the dusk, 
vet and dirty, but bright-eyed and full of animati<»t, whilst the 
boar she spent retailing her adventures to Esther over the fire 
and a cosy cup of tea was the hapfnest one in the day for her. 
Esther ceased to ask why Sir Ham{direy did not come. She 
supposed, of course, that he was wet and tired, and preferred 
to go straight home. It was quite natural that the dark, 
damp evenings did not tempt him out as the bright ones of 
aummer bad done. It was all pofectly natural and right, and 
Esther tried to hide even from herself the little shadow which his 
absence, and the cessation c^ that pleasant, easy, almost daily 
intercourse, cast athwart her sky, or the blank which it Idt in 
her life. She quite understood how it came about that she 
saw less of him ; and sbe heard of him constandy from Diana, 
from Sally, and from Stella. Both of the latter paid ber 
frequent visits, and cheered ber much by their gay or 
affectionate talk. Stella's portrait of Sir Humphrey was 
growing steadily towards completion. He gave her sittings 
as they were needed, and the girl was throwing herself into 
ber task with a heartiness and an enthusiasm which were 
having marked results in breaking through ber little crust of 
conscious self-righteousness, and was making her at once more 
lovable and more human. 

Her real duties were still punctually and diligently performed. 
But sbe had gradually ceased heaping upon herself— or 
allowing others to heap upon ber (to their own detriment) 
offices which she was in no wise called upon to undertake. 
She was learning that she could be a clergyman's daughter 
— and a useful one, too — without " having her finger in every 
pie," as Sally used gibingly to phrase it Moreover, she bad 
with some spirit turned upon Sally, and insisted upon her 
doing something towards relieving her of a few small offices 
which the latter could perfectly well undertake and perform 
if sbe would. Sally had grumbled and scoffed at the outset ; 
but York had backed Stella, and had told Sally pretty i^nly 
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that life was not made simply and solely to be spent in the 
playground. 

Sally had a great secret admiratioii for the soldier, crippled in 
his country's cause, and bearing bis infirmity without a murmur 
or a sign of impatience. She had given in when he joined 
forces with Stella, and now the girl was finding that it really 
was rather interesting, and not without its element of amuse- 
ment, this visitii^ al outlying cottages and bringing sunshine 
in her wake. She bronght other things, too, in a rather 
stealthy and surreptitious fashion, for Stella was always 
preaching against pauperidng the people. But Sally's pfts 
were too quaint and original in character for that, generally 
ccHiststing of little coutrirances of her own planning to 
keep out a draught, to core a smoky chimney, to keep an 
enterprising, crawling baby in bounds, and so forth. The 
carpenter's shop on her father's property saw her more and 
more, and the hockey field somewhat less. But for all 
that she was finding life mwe full of interest than of old, 
and she fiatemised with Stella over mattera about which 
heretofore she had been either absolutely indifieient or slightly 
hostile. 

They were neither of them seeing much of Diana just now. 
She was too much absorbed in the pursuits in which they did 
not join. Sally, to be sure, when the hounds met in the 
locaUty, would mount her sagacious old horse, set out " on 
her own hook," as she phrased it, and manage to see some- 
thing of the run, and do a bit of esdting following on her own 
account ; but she neva ccmsorted with the rest of the field — 
not even with her friends. She liked to be a free lance in the 
company. She knew that her riding, like most other things 
about her, was somewhat ungainly. She never dressed for the 
saddle like other girls. She liked to be able to jump off and 
ease her horse, or go scrambling with him up or down some 
risky declivity. She often watched Di from afar — saw how 
courted and popular and admired she was. She would tell 
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Esther Lynne of ber niece's prowess in the field — not that Di 
wai reticeDt heneU on this point, though she possessed the 
happ7 knack oT being able to talk of her own exploits without 
appearance of Ixagging of them — for she noted that it always 
gare her pleasure to bear these things. She and Stella paid 
Tet; r^ulai vi«ts to Convent House at this time, knowing 
how much Di was away ; and sometimes walking homewards 
t<^ether, Sally would *let fly," as she called it, with ber 
customary candour. 

" I think Di is behanng like a brute I " she flashed out one 
day, quite suddenly. "She makes such a fuss over Miss 
Lynne, calls her darling, and sweetest, and all sorts of 
sugary names, but never thinks of giving up a single day's 
pleasuring to be wilb ber I On a wet, miserable day, when a 
bright fire and an amusing book seem more to her taste than 
a tramp or « ride, shell be there, making great show of ber 
devotion ; but I wonder Miss Lynne don't see throi^ her 1 
When it comes to giving up a single thing she wants to do — 
no fear 1 " 

Stella looked latber wonderingly at Sally, for she was 
speaking with an unwonted vehemence. 

" I thought you were so fond of Di ? " she said, with a query 
in her voice ; for though Sally had made remarks before, it 
was rather more in a joking than a serious &shion. 

"So I am — in a way. There's something about her that 
gets bold of you. You want to be looking at her all the time 
when she's there. I want to bear what she says — and she's 
been so nice to me, too. We quite chummed up for a 
goodish bit, and we're chums in a way still ; but I've got eyes 
in my bead, and I see how things are going. Sometimes I 
believe I shall up and out with it to Di herself — whether she 
likes it, or whether she don't I " 

"What do you mean?" asked Stella, who felt that there 
was an under-significance in Sally's words which she bad not 
fully grasped. 
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"Well, 111 not just say exactly what I do mean, if you 
haven't seen it for yourself," she answa«d. "I don't hold 
with saying bdiind a fellow's back what you don't say to bit 
face. I'll have it out with Di herself one of these days. 
Then, perhaps, 111 tell you. Of course, I may be wrong, but 
I doa't think I am," 

Sally's opportunity was not loi^ in coming for I^y 
Caroline, her mother, bad resolved to give a little dance 
to the neighbourhood, by way of enlivening the nther dreary 
November days, and as dances were not very common in 
Cleethorpe, it caused a little flutter of excitement through 
the place. 

Sally frankly hated it all. She declined to dance at any 
price, but promised to do her best to keep things going, 
introduce the men who would come down from town with 
Rudolf — specialty invited for the occasion, though he could 
only spare a couple of days — to the girls of the place, and look 
after the younger section of the guests generally, 

Diana was in great spirits. The dance — it was not on a 
scale large enough to be dignified by the name of a ball — 
would be a welcome break in the monotony of the loi^ 
evenings, which were beginning to pall upon her to a very 
con^derable extent She could not imagine why Sir 
Humphrey so seldom came in now. He was not a man 
to fear weather, or to be tied to his own fireside after dark, 
as Esther fancied. Di was growing somewhat restless and 
impatient She had almost made up hei mind to accepting 
Sir Humphrey Vanborough. She began to feel herself 
almost in love with him. A day when she had not seen 
him seemed blank and colourless. When they were together 
she monopolised him, and fiuicied thai he monopolised her. 
She took bis escort in the bunting-field for granted. 

Though nominally under the care of the Squire, she was 
much more with Sir Humphrey, and she was perfectly well 
aware that the neighbourhood was expectii^ some tifmmemtMf 
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before loag. There were dayi iriwn the had dedand to 
bcTwlf that ibe woald bting matten to a oius before nig^t— 
and yet the oritis had never come. Always friendly, courteous, 
Iteatiiig ber with an tdd-worid duTalry which appealed to her 
ai both channing and picturesque^ he ncTer crossed the line 
oT demarcatioti betwixt friendship and love. Yet it did not 
seriously occur to Di that it would be ponible for a man to 
resist her, if she made up ber mind to his subjugatioa, and 
the very difficulty she was finding piqued her to a strougn 
determination. Already it almost seemed to her as though 
she had never cared for anyone else^ and would never care for 
an^xxly again. 

So ber mood was fluctuating and variable, and high spirits 
alternated with fits of brooding or of restlessness, and flashes 
of irritabUity which perplexed and pained Esther, who began 
to doubt her ability to make the girl happy with her. Yet the 
more she knew of Di, the m<xe she felt concerned at the mere 
thought of her taking her life into her own hands, and living it 
in some independent fashion of hn own. 

But the prospect ot the little dance brouf^t a change with 
it Di was excited and amused, and she gave herself over 
to the mysteries of re-modelltng one of her London dresses 
(which hitherto had been little worn) with an enetgy and 
interest which amused Esther, but which carried her along 
with it. 

Esther bad decided herself not to go to the dance, and Di 
had assoited to this prudent reitdve with redgruition, though 
apparent tmmt. 

" I would have loved to have you there ; but if it kiM>cked 
you up or gave you a^d afterwards, I should be so grieved. 
I can stay at the Hall. They have asked me to do that, to 
help to entertain the house-party. I shan't want for a chaperon, 
and I dare say you will really be happier at home^ hearing all 
abont It from me afterwards." 

So Di went, and Esther stayed behind, content to be 
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i^arded as one past the gaieties of youth. But Di was 
resolved to be the petson of the first coosequeace that 
night, to dazzl^ to c^vate, to cany all btfoie her; and the 
culminating point of triumph for her was to be the final 
subjugation of Sir Humphrey Vanborough. 

The evening came— and the evening passed. Di, in her 
floating diaphanous draperies, was undoubted queen of the 
ceremonies. She looked her best; she had a regular court 
about her all the while. She was vivacious, racy, piquant, and 
charming i but she took care that her brightest smiles, ber 
merriest sallies, and her most bewitching advances were 
reserved for Sir Humphrey. It was be who danced the 
cotillion with ber after supper, professing his utter ignorance 
of the dance and its figures, but suffering himself to be 
instructed by bis partner. 

It was with him that Di vanished afterwards into the 
conservatory, not emerging thence until half of the guests had 
taken their departure, and then escaping to her room without 
saying good-night to anyone. Her (ace was Rushed, her eyei 
were extraordinarily bright ; but when she reached her room, 
she began tearing off her finery with rough hands, careless how 
she injured the filmy textures in which she had taken such 
pride and pleasure j and having pulled off her ball-dress, she 
snatched a thick walklng'^own out of the wardrobe, as though 
she meant to don that. But then, as the clock in the tower 
overhead boomed out the hour of two, she suddenly broke 
into a short laogh, flung it back into the cupboard, and 
subsided in a heap upon the rug before the fire, her dishevelled 
hair, half unfastened by her rapid movements, falling in a golden 
mass about her fiice. 

The door slowly opened, and in came Sally with a tiay ; 
Sally in her plain, white dress, which, in its unwonted lei^th, 
and with its elbow sleeves and open neck veiled in filmy lace, 
gave a touch of grace to the girl's angular ud square figure, 
whjcb at no other time was visible ; she came io slowly with her 
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burden, and put it doira oo a little table, saying in rather as 
odd vcuce: 

"Mother waa so anry yon did not stay for some soup. 
It is two houn dace you bad supper, and she was afraid 
joa were overdone. I said Td take it myself. I wanted to 
•ee you, Di — and to see you to-n^ht I want to hare it over. 
It's got to be said — w I dull — I shall — bunt with it It may 
be no badness of mine — I don't care. Fm not going to keep 
my mouth shut I stood by qoiet when you did your level best 
to gti Rudolf away from Stella — and succeeded ; though I doa't 
believe now you mean to many him. I believe you are playing 
fast and loose with him to amuse yourself. But when you set 
yourself to get Sir Humphrey away from Miss Lynne — that I 
won't stand in silence. 

" I didn't care so long as it was just yoni flirting with him — 
trying to bewitch and captivate him honestly — fca I knew he 
was a man who had the sense to look below, and that Miss Lyime 
would always stand first with bim But when you go telling 
tarradiddles about her — putting him off with horrid little mean 
half-truths — keep bim away from her, that you may make the 
running yourself I — Di, I am ashamed for you t I bate to 
think any woman can be so mean — so small I'd never 
have guessed it of you. I wouldn't really have believed 
it at all, if I hadn't beard you myself! People had said 
things. Archie asked me questions which set me wondering. 
I've bad suspicions before, and I've meant to have it out with 
you. But till to-night I've never been quite, quite sure that 
there mightn't have been some mistake. But now I know 
there haan't Di, do you know you've been a beast ? " 

The final question was flashed out just in Sally's old style. 
Up till then she had spoken with unusual sobriety and quite 
unusual fluency. Diana had never beard so long a speech 
pass her lips before. She sat back on her heels, staring 
mutely at her, the colour rising hot in her face at first, and 
then ebbing slowly away. 

UigilizKl,, Google 



X>cear 'noi>eml>er 349 

By the time Sally wound up with the familiar and inelegant 
woid, IK had somewhat recovered from her first astonish- 
ment and indignation at being talcen to task. Something in 
the direct frankness and unflinching aspect <^ the girl befor 
her appealed to the more generous side of her nature. She 
looked full at her, and asked : 

" What do you mean f What hare you heard ? " 

" I was in the conservatory when you and Sir Humphrey 
came in. I was almost asleep. That rubbishy cotillion had 
given me breathing time. When I woke up you were talking 
together. I never thought of such things as secrets between 
you — I've heard you talking a dozen times, and I was very 
sleepy and not taking in much, till suddenly I knew that he 
was asking about Miss Lynne — something you had said to him 
before about her. Archie bad told me that Sir Humphrey had 
the idea that Miss Lynne was overdone by so much to-ing and 
fro-ing between Convent House and Nun's Bower. I told 
him it was all rubbish ; that it was her greatest pleasure ; 
but you know what you told him to-night, Di. You know 
what you meant — and so do I. You are just trying to get 
him away from Miss Lynne, whom be has loved alt his life ; 
you are trying all you know to make him love you and propose 
to you. And when he does it, you vrill play with him a little, 
and then get tired of him, and fling bim aside like an old glove, 
and go off after somebody else — you will serve him just as you 
have served Rudolf I You have no heart I think you are 
like Undine — without a soul. And you don't care how many 
hearts you break and wreck — so long as you are amused— and 
are the first with everybody ! " 

Diana had risen slowly to her feet Her eyes were gloving 
strangely. Sally did not know whether the girl might not fly 
at her like a tiger; yet she faced her without flincUng. But 
the words, when they came, surprised her both by their 
briefness and by the tone in which they were spoken. 

" You, too, Sally I " 
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Tbcfe wu ft tCQie *ilenc« between them. ScDj wu the 
first to q>eak. 

" What do you mtan, Di ? " 

''Only that you are repeating what I have heaid befoie. 
I nippoae history has a way of repeadng itself. Can I help 
it?" The gill broke out now almost passionately. "I 
believe I am made like that I It has always been the same. 
I first make fiiends whererer I go — and then I make enemies. 
They turn against me. How can I bdp it if the boys — the 
mm — will come after me ? * 

"Sir Humphrey has nercr come aftex you — not in your 
sense I" cried Sally hotly. "He knew your mother — ^you 
aie Miss Lynne's niece — and be has never had a thought for 
anyone but her I It is just that which you could not bear ! 
You must have him, too 1 Oh I I have nothing much to say 
about the young men — not even It.ud<^— though I do think 
you have treated him very badly. Stella was aggravating. 
She iiritaUd and provoked him — she has owned up now. 
And then you came, and I can undentaod it all very weU. 
It was lutural and all that, and he ought to kitow cdou^ of 
the game to take his luck. But Sir Humphrey— and Miss 
Lynne ! That is what I can't get over. You have just tried 
to come between them, whether yon know it or not And 
yet all the time you profess to love her — " 

" I do love her I " cried Di, catching her breath. 

"You don't — you only love yourself What yoo call love 
for other pec^le is only a sort (rf' make-believe. You cate for 
Miss Lyime because you like the ease and comfort of Convent 
House, and to be looked after by her, and petted and spoiled 
by everybody. You don't caie tiat for her herself or jou 
could not — yon eould not try to come between her artd bet 
happiness— her and her love. You may think it ridiculous 
that men and wc»nen can love foithfuUy all those yean ; but 
other people dont No; I don't want to talk about it, I 
don't want to aigue about it ; I've had my ny, and if you like 
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to qoarrel with me you can. But if you have one spark of 
honour or tove or prindple left, youll try to undo the mischief 
you have done. Youll let Miss Lynne and Sir Humphrey be 
happy together without holding them apart by your plotting 
and your — lies ! " 

Again the last word came out like a snap; and Sally, 
without a pause, turned and marched out from the room, 
holding up her head very stiff and high, whilst Diana looked 
after her rigid and motionless till the door closed sharply 
behind her, when she suddenly flung herself upon the bed, 
and broke into a storm of wQd weeping. 
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CHAPTER XXIII 

AM UMSBIH HAND 

" What wu that ? * cried Sally, stopping suddenly short 

"Wbat?" asked Stella, pausing also, but unconscious of 
anything unwonted either in sight or sound. 

But Sally had senses accentuated by her open-dr life and 
lore of woodland roring. Her ears were pretematurally sharps 
and now she dashed forward, crying out : 

" Something has h^pened I I heard a scuffle, and, I think, 
a falL Keep your eyes open, Stella ; follow me, and if you 
see anything, sing out." 

Stella's heart was beating wildly. True, it was still almost 
broad daylight, though the dusk would fall rapidly now in 
the woods. It seemed scarcely the hour for poacbns to be 
abroad; yet, if Sally were right in what the surmised, what else 
could it be save some scuffle with poachers? 

"Sally, what is it? Do you think we ought to go? What 
could we do if we got there?" she asked, following Sally's 
galloping steps with her lighter flying footfalls. 

But Sally only cried : 

" Cwne on I come on I Somebody may want our help I ** 
And in a moment more she uttered a queer kind of ydl, and 
made a dash, as it were, into the very heart of the thlck^ 
shouting out to Stella: ** Catch himt catch him! Ghost or 
no ghost, well nab him between us I Yonder he goes I Look 
sharp, Stellal Head him ol^ can't you? Great JehoshaphatI 
where has the b^[gar got to now ? " 

Stella wag mute with astonished bewilderment Sally 
aja 
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aeemed dashing after some phantom of her own cieadon. 
For one moment Stella did think she beheld something 
moving in the brushwood, something white and small, but she 
could not make nothing of it ; probably it was a young owl 
fluttering along not far from the ground. But Sally was 
plunging and diving about in a wild and erratic fashion, 
only coming up at last breathless and panting, with a strangely 
baffled look upon her face. 

" Made tracks — the beggar 1 But I declare I thought I'd 
beat anybody at that game ! Did you see what it was, 
Stella?" 

" No ; I saw nothing I " Stella was shaking all over now, 
with the nervous terror which peril and mystery easily awaken 
in youi^ girls. " What was it, Sally ? " 

" I believe it was that creature, whoever it may be^ who was 
playing ghost round here last summer 1 " 

" That was Diana." 

"There was another, toa Di saw it, and so did Archie. 
After IM's escapade had set all the village talking and watching, 
the first ghost disappeared for a bit. I believe the beggar has 
come back now. I saw the white thing wrapped round its 
head ; but I saw eyes as well — wicked, vicious-looking eyes, 
gleaming out of blackness I Where the creature's got to I 
can't imagine ; but I can't wait to see now. He's b^n up to 
mischief of some sort. And I'm going to see what it was ! " 

"Oh, Sally, how do you know? Hadn't we better get 
help?" 

" Yes, of course — if there's need. That's what we've got to 
find ouL Come along this way. It wasn't lar off where the 
acrimm^ie was. Here, don't you look so scared, you little 
goose ! I've got my weapon. I'll defend you. Besides, the 
spook — or whatever it is — is well scared off by now. AH 
we've got to do is to find out what he's been up to, and if any 
mischief has been done. Come on I " 

And Sally dashed fearlessly forward, foUowed closely by 
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Stella, w1m> felt aaythii^ preferable to being left by hersdf in 
tbe wood, where some myiterious and ^KMtly being m^t be 
liuking, bent npon miichieC 

An exclamation from Salljr, who kept a short lead, showed 
that she had made a discoreiT. Next minnte Stella uttered 
a little sharp 07 (rf ^ht and distress. Sir Humphrey 
Vanborough lay extended upon the ground at their feet, bis 
white face turned up towards the sky, his eyes dosed, his 
features rigid, and a stream of blood flowing from him, and 
dyong the ground crimson. 

In a moment Sally was on her knees beside him. Sally had 
been a sort of doctor to injured animals all ber life. Blood 
did not a&ight hei. Her nerves were well under control. 
Whenever there was something to be done, she had abundant 
capacity. Awkward and bhrndering she might be in a drawing- 
room, but when an emergency stared her in tbe &ce, she 
bad all her wits about her, nor were her fingers aU thumbs 
where she had wounds or broken bones to deal with. 

" Quick, Stella, whip off that scarf of yours, and my neck-tie. 
It's a great, deep gash down his arm — almost to tbe bone. 
It's bleeding frightfully ; but well get that stopped. I know 
bow to make a rough toumiquet Just yon do what I tell 
you, and we'll stop the worst of it." 

Sally's bands were moving as fast as her tongue. She had 
her knife in her hands, and was ripping up the coat-sleere 
with reckless disregard for seams. Stella, white and tremblings 
hut nerved by the emetgenqr into prompt action, did everything 
Sally ordered her, got a thick, stout bit of stick, and watched 
Sally twist it into ibe ligature, and draw it tighter and tighta'. 
They saw the flow of blood slacken aitd almost cease, and 
SaUy looked up and issued her orders in the same prompt, 
imperious fashion. 

" Run to Convent House — it's much the nearest ; go to the 
subles straight Tell them there to get out old Mr. Lynne's 
wheel-cbair, and run it along here as ftst as they caa Don't 
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■ay a word to Miss Lynne yet. Well do all that later. He's 
got to be taken to the nearest house as fost as he can be got 
Olf with you I I'll stay l^ him till you come back. Dont 
lose a moment 1 " 

Stella was oS like the wind. In less time than Sally bad 
reckoned posable, men were beside her, with the invalid cbairi 
which ran lightly and easily upon its wheels. Sir Humphrey 
was lifted and placed within it, still unconsdous from loss of 
blood. 

" Never mind that," spoke Sally. " It's just as well he 
should stay in that faint If he came to, the bleeding might 
start ^;ain. Well get a doctor to him now as fast as we can. 
Take him up to Convent House, men. I'll go and tell Miss 
Lynne. Itll be all right, you'll see. He ought not to be 
moved more than can be helped till the wound is dressed. 
And it's twice as far even to Nun's Bower." 

Sally dashed off in advance of the convoy, and burst in 
upon Esther just as the dusk was really deepening, and she 
was b^jinning to wonder why Diana did not come in. How- 
ever, as the gill was uncertain in her movements when out 
shooting, she was in no wise concerned, and looked up with 
a smiling face as the sound of flyii^ footsteps aloi^ the 
passage made itself heard. 

But it was no Di who rushed' in upon her, breathless and 
excited, and Esther started back with a gasp of dismay, for 
Sally's bands were crimson from her recent surgical manipula- 
tions, and there were stains upon her dress also, though 
evidently the girl herself had received no iujury. 

" My dear, what has happened ? " spoke Esther anxiously. 
" Has there been some accident ? " 

"Yes; we are bringing him here. It isn't very bad— a 
flesh wound, you know, but deep^ and it bled dreadfully. We 
got the wheelchair lirom the subles. We knew you would 
lend it It was just outside your ring fence, by the little gate. 
I told them to bring him here, and to go foe the doctwr sharp. 
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It is Sir Hamphrey ; be has been woonded in the ann ndier 
bwUy." 

InUntlj Esther became qmte Amiposed and alert. With 
ber hand on Sall/s ann, she moved towaids the hall, ringing 
the bell as she passed it The hall of Convent House was in 
effect one of its pleasantest rocnns. A great glowing fire 
always blazed there, and it was l^bted up before the rest 
of the house, to that already the lamps gave a dear 
glow. Esther, with Sally's assistance, drew a little forward 
a great couch, placing it sideways to the fire, and 
the hoasekeeper, at her instructions, brought quickly all 
such medicaments and restorative* as were likely to be 
wanted. 

Sally watched and helped to long as there was anything to 
do, and when the sounds of the approach announced that the 
patient had airired, she dashed away into the darkness, and 
scudded up the wide yew walk to Nun's Sower upon an errand 
of ber own. 

She did not know whc«n she might find there. Archie 
would most likely be out shooting, but Colonel York would 
probably be back. He did sometimes take out his gun, but 
he was not able to stand long tramps or long hours. When 
the door was opened for her, however, there was Archie, just 
pulling off his muddy gaiters in the hall, wbibt York stood in 
the open doorway of one of the rooms, exchanging greetings 
with him. Both men looked in amaze at Sally as she 
appeared ; for though she had washed her hands, and done 
something towards modifying her dishevelm«it, she was still 
something of a wild figure, and her face showed that she came 
as a bringer of tidings. 

" Sir Humphrey has been attacked in the woods," she said, 
in her abrupt way. "We found him lying there bleeding. I 
saw the creature who had done it — ^just for a moment It is 
that gliding thing who plays ghost round her^ with the white 
about its head." 
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" Ah I " cried Yoric, starting forward, " that Hindoo juggler 
chap again t " 

" la it that ? " cried Sally. " I declare I believe you are 
right! I ne?er thought of that; but it would all fit. A 
cieepy-crawly thing that glides and squirms, and seems to 
wriggle and vanish away. Oh, that would explain why I 
couldn't lay hands on him — " 

"You don't mean that you tried? — you— a giri — and 
unarmed I " cried Archie, who was buttoning up his gaiters 
again as fast as he could. 

"Why not? I had a stick. Besides, I didn't know who ot 
what it was. I didn't know then what had happened, only 
that there had been some scuffle somewhere. Then we found 
Sir Humphrey, Stella and I. We've had him taken to Miss 
Lynne at Convent House." Sally faced the two men 
squarely as she added : " I've come to tell you. But I want 
him to stop there for a few days. It would be much the best 
for him and for everything." 

" But, Miss Lynne," cried Archie, standing up and pulling 
on bis overcoat, " it will be too much for her." 

"It won't be too much for her," answered Sally stoutly; 
" it's as much for her as for him I want it Don't take him 
away. Let him stay for a little while. What good are men 
with anybody who's been hurt and is a bit weak and ill ? You 
leave him to Miss Lynne I " 

They looked at her ; they looked at each other, and then 
Archie said : 

"Come along, Miss Sally. Well go and have a look how 
things are going, and what the doctor says about it all. You 
don't think hell be too bad to move, do you ? " 

" I don't think so ; not unless there's something beside the 
deep cut right up his arm. But I just want it to be settled so, 
and I came to get you on my side." 

They were plunging along together now down the dark 
avenue. Sally had eyes like a cat in the dark, and when 
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Archie stumbled she cried, " Hold up ! " uid put her hand on 
his ann to steady him. 

"Look hefe,' be said, "I want to do what you wish, of 
coune ; bot how about Miss Lynnc ? She's not been well, 
and Miss Conquest says she has been ovenloae with so many 
things, and that she should be kept quiet and all that ; and 
DOW — " 

" Don't ^yoa believe a word o( what Di says ! " suddenly 
flashed out Sally. " I mean, don't yon let anythmg she has 
said make a difference now. Miss Lynike is just the best 
nurse in all the place, and loves to care for sick pei^e. Sir 
Humphiey is her oldest frieod. They have known each othei 
all their lives. What on earth can be more natural than that 
she should take care of him just for a day or two, when he 
is brought to h^ bouse ? Di doesn't understand — at least, I 
hope she doesnt Don't ask me any more. I don't want to 
talk about it. But if you let anything; she says to you, or has 
said, stand in the way of what I want, 111 never forgive you ! " 

Archie was silent In the darkness he could not see Sally's 
face, bot he heard by her voice that she was moved and 
disturbed — that some emotions were working within her, of 
which she did not choose to speak more explicitly. Neverthe- 
less, Archie was not a stupid or a dense youth, so his mind 
ra[»dly surveyed the situation and the events of the past 
months, and a curious illaminating flash seemed to break in 
upon him. 

" Holy Moses 1 " he exclaimed, beneath his breath, " can it 
be possible she has been working for that, and that Sally, of 
all the people in the world, has been the one to see through 
her?" 

" Did you speak ? " asked Sally, as they emerged out of the 
bUckness of the yew avenue. 

A little gleam of moonlight now relieved the gloom, and 
had Sally been wont to study bees much, she might have 
been struck by the espresuoo upon her companion's. 
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" I didn't exactly speak," he said, in a curious voice ; " but 
one of these days — if you will let me, Sally — I declare I 
believe I will speak." 

"Oh, all right," she answered, not in the least estimating 
the curious tumult of emotion she had suddenly awakened 
within him, " only just you lemember and be on my side now. 
If you fail me here, I shall be awTully angry with you." 

" I don't intend to bil you, Sally," he said, in the same 
curious tone of voice, " either now or in the future." 

It was not very unusual for him to call her Sally, and she 
habitually called him Archie, as Di had done from the first. 
She dashed on now towards the house, he following her step 
for step, and in another few minutes they had gained the 
hous^ and had entered by the partly opened door. 

Sunding in the smaller outer hall, they could see the group 
in the larger one. The doctw was bending over the prostrate 
man (he had been luckily caught almost at the gates, and 
was on the spot as soon as the patient) and was evidently 
dressing the wound, whilst Esther stood beside him, handing 
what was needed, her face grave, but quiet and tranquil, her 
whole mind absorbed in the task ; no quiverings of nervous 
trepidation visible about her, no shrinking, and no repulsion ; 
nerved by the great wish to do all that was possible, which 
she was plainly doing without effort 

Sir Humphrey had recovered consciousness. From time to 
time his eyes opened, and each time they did so they fixed 
themselves instinctively upon Esther's face. Once and again 
she held a glass to bis lips, and there came a ghost of a smile 
upon his pale lips as he made a gesture of thanks. Archie 
watched for a few moments, and felt the pressure of Sally's 
hand upon his arm, as much as to say, " I told you so ! " 
Then he stepped forward, the doctor having evidently almost 
completed his task, and presented himself in the group about 
the prostrate man. 

"Well, here's a pretty kettle of fishl" he remarked- 
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" Didn't knov joa were not to be trosled lo get home alone 
jJI nfe and knuuL What in the world has happened to 
yon?" 

" Never mind now," spoke the doctor qatcMr ; " there's a 
liote for talking, and a time for keeping quiet ; and just now 
it't the turn for keeping qaiet You ought to be put to bed 
at once, Sir Humphrey, and to stop there for forty-oght faoura 
without getting up." 

" There is a room ready now for you, Humphrey," spoke 
Esther, with her tranquil smile. " I did not think Dr. Ballard 
would sanction your exposure to the night air again, or your 
being moved to soon with those stitches in your arm." 

"Quite right, Miss Lynne, quite right," spoke the doctor; 
" if it had to be done — why, we'd do what we could ; but 
it's far the best thing for him to stay here, if youll take him," 
" But, Esther, I really could not so impose upon you," 
spoke Sir Humphrey, in a voice which seemed curiously tbin 
and toneless, and bespoke his physical feebleness more than 
even the deadly whiteness of his face. 

Her answer was a smile, whilst Archie instantly said : 
" Oh, that's all nonsense, boss, if Miss Lynne has made her 
arrangements. What good are a pair of bachelors like York 
and me, when there's a sick man in the case? We'd black your 
boots, or do any mortal thing for you we could; but men are 
such clumsy brutes — even with the best will in the world. 
And we all know what Miss Lynne is like. And if she can 
maiu^;e it without taxing her strength, why then — " 

" Ah, but I am afraid it will tax her strength. Esther, you 
have been ill and overdone as it is — " 

Sir Humphrey could not speak too many words at « time. 
Loss of blood had told upon him. Esther laid her hand 
softly upon his lips, and answered ; 

" It is all ananged, Humphrey. I am not ill or weak. I 
am in my element where there is illness. Give me this 
pleasure, for the (dd sake's sake. We have been brother and 
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mster so long; surely you do not gnidge me the sisteT*! 
place?" 

His gaze soug^ hers with a curious intensity. At that 
moment be was aware of another pair of ardent eyes fiutened 
upon him. He slightly turned his head, and there was Diana, 
|Mle and strained, gadng upon him with parted lips and wild 
eyes. 

"You must fo^ive me, my dear, for this intrusion," he 
said. "It was involuntary on my part. I never would have 
disobeyed orders had 1 known what they were doing to me," 

Diana spoke no word ; she turned and fled upstairs like a 
hunted thing;. Esther gaz«] for a moment at her in amaze, 
and then at Sir Humphrey, as though to ask an explanation. 
But he ofliered none. His eyes had closed again. He was 
carried upstairs, and Archie went with him, pondering many 
things in his mind, chiefly conscious of Sally's curious 
expression as he saw it last, and the litde ejaculation which 
had passed her lips as Di and Sir Humphrey exchanged looks 
and words. 

So the girl bad her way. Sir Humphrey Vanborough for 
five days was the guest of Esther Lynne at Convent House, 
whilst great fane and cry was made for the perpetrator of the 
cowardly assault, of which the invalid was able soon to give 
some account 

He was decidedly of York's opinion now, that his assailant 
had been an Oriental — though whether the Hindoo conjuror 
or not he could not surmise. He never saw him clearly. The 
man must have been hidden in a tree, and have fallen upon 
him like a snake from some upper branch as he passed along. 
His quick ear caught the sound ofthe rustle inthe boughs, and 
he saw the gleam of the murderous knife which was so aimed as 
to strike downwards to his very heart. He had caught the 
blow on his arm, which had been gashed to the very bone, 
and he thought he bad received a blow on the head also, as 
unconsciousness had supervened instantly, and there was a 
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■■dHag wfakh miglit hm been cwned either b^ a blow or « 
fidL 

He begm to entertain York's idea tbat be wis pursued hj 
tbe avenger of blood— the result of one of those endless 
feods of tbe Esst, earned on so rdentlesslr, so sDendf, so 
tnjstehonsly. It was not a pleasant thought, for the assailant 
had got away and was still at large. Whether he thought his 
work Buffidentlj d<»e^ or whether he heard the sound of 
approaching steps, and feared to make sure of his nctim then, 
could only be a matter of surmise. What was plain was that 
be would Bocmer or later learn that his vktiro had escaped ; 
and there was little doubt but that be would repeat the attack 
at some other oocasioit. 

This, however, tbe men kept to themselves. They sptAe, 
indeed, very little of their guesses on the subject, save to each 
other, and to the private detective wb<»n Sir Humphrey was 
prevailed upon to summon from Scotland Yard. Not that he 
bad much faith in tbe methods of the West as opposed to the 
cunning craftiDess o( a son of the East ; but it seemed r^ht to 
take every reasonable precaution, and he took it accordingly. 

Yet, in spite of all anxiety and suflering, he was strangely 
content in those days. When he came down upon the third 
day, it wu to sit beside Esther's fire, to talk with her, to watch 
her at her little tasks, and be waited upon by her, as though it 
were his right. It seemed so natural to them both, that be 
scarcely protested, and she showed that she did it without a 
thought Diana scarcely appeared. She had a curious dislike 
and shrinking from weakness or suffering in any form. She 
shivered when she saw Sir Humphrey's slung arm ; but over 
and above that there was another reason why she avoided 
his society just now. She wondered sometimes what he 
might say — what he might think. A curious hatred of 
herself alternated with fits of almost hatred of him. And 
yet he exercised a curious fascination over her still— at 
moments. Her life was dominated by thoughts of him at 
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a persistent and inexplicable manner. She grew iniuble 
and angry at last. 

"I can't stand this much longer!" she cried fiercely to 
herself the day that Sir Humphrey had gone back to Nun's 
Bower, the old easy intimacy between him and Esther 
completely re-established. "If I am to stay here much 
longer — and somehow I dont want to go— I must find 
something fresh to amuse myself with. I've played with 
edged toob once too often. I've cut my own fingers at 
last; and suppose be should find it out?" 
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OOmiC CHXISTIUS 

It «» Sir HnmphnT's idea ; but Diuu to<A it np with her 
chaxMXnstic eaergj, uxl flung hcndf into the scheme with 
that tagerooB utd enifamtism which «u <me of her 
chmctaiaica. 

' It is so kmg since I spent « Christmas in EnglBud," Sir 
HuiDfJ:nT had mi, **I should like a real old-bshioned 
Chmtmi— a daj Cor the cbOdrca We old folks have 
Beotones vfaicH are praoe to make us somewhat sad, but the 
diDdrCQ hare all tbdr bile bdbre them. It is their day^ttr 
fi»""-* — let Bs have a real duktreo's feasL" 

Qeetfaocpe did not bdc for ia contingent of Uttle folks. 
Tbeic were the thne at the Rectory, and now three moie at 
the curates hooie. These latter had some little cousins, 
whose parents were ia India, coming to spend the Christmas 
bolidip with tbem. Other houses in the locality had yonng 
people coming home ^m school, as wdl as the noiseiy puty 
at home, and there could not be too many for Sir Humphrey, 
whose motto seemed to be, " The more the merrier." 

It was Diana who rated for some tableaux from fitvoorite 
faiy tales, and it was Archie who declared that if they once 
roofied in the central court of Nun's Bower, they could contrive 
the most picturesque and channing stage effects for the 
li-.tic actors, and anange the most delightful groups. Sir 
Humphrey caught at the idea. He declared that Nun's 
BotrcT had never had a proper house-wanning yet, and that it 
should have it now at the approaching festival. To cover in 
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the tittle conrlyard would be a matter quite easily arranged, 
aod would only tDvolre the temporary darkening for a few 
days of the upper and lower corridors, which must be lighted 
artificially during that time. He had set his heart upon 
giving the entertainment himself, and his house was quite 
large enough for eating and drinlung purposes, and for a 
certain amount of rompit^ and playing; for the double 
corridors, with the little connecting stairways at the comers, 
and the rooms all opening from each other, gave scope — as he 
remembered well — for a great variety of delightful games. 

But he had not seen his way at first to the theatrical 
arrangements, or exactly how and where to place the ^ant 
Christmas-tree which he had set his heart upon ; but this idea 
of Archie's made all smooth sailing, and the three bachelors 
threw themselves heart and soul into the work of arranging and 
transforming the house, whilst York designed the roofing of 
the courtyard, gave instructions to the village carpenter, 
and made himself clerk of the works generally, as Diana did 
that of mbtress of the ceremonies concerning the arrangement 
of the little children's play and the setting of the tableaux. 

As for Esther, she was Sir Humphrey's right hand in all 
other matters. She was able to give him all the help he 
needed as to the question of supply. They spent one long 
day together in London at toy-shops and confectioners ; and 
no one thought of interfering or saying that Miss Lynne was 
being done to death. 

She looked much better than she had done earlier in the 
season. Perhaps it was the touch of frost in the air which 
brought the little pink flush to her cheeks. She looked 
younger again ; her step was light and free ; she was full of 
plans aod projects of her own, as ever at the Christmas season. 
But she had always time and thought to spare for any demands 
made upon her by her neighbours, and of these, first and 
foremost stood Sir Humphrey Vanborough. 

The old easy friendship had been completely re-established 
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nov. He cune asd went u be had done tt die firat. Often 
be would sit fix tbe greatei ptit of die aftemooo with ber 
beside ber fire. Tbey talked of tbe put and erf the present — 
seldom of the futme. Sometiiiies they sat in tbe silence of 
tnie intiaiacy, oooleDt and al test Esther asked no mOTe. 
She knew not what was cominj;. She sometimes watched her 
old &ieod clotdy irtien Diana was near — and wondered. But 
of late tbe giri seldom moained l<nig with thetn. She seemed 
full of work, and endued with die secret of perpetual motion. 
With the Christmas holidajrs had come the frost, and skatii^ 
was added to odier occupations. Here, indeed, Di was in her 
element ; for thou^ her childhood had been spent in warm 
latitude^ the had passed seveni Canadian winters, and her 
grace and skilt and deiterity upon the ice was a thing beautiful 
to watch. She threw Archie's achievements — which were not 
imall— altogether into the shade, and the only person who 
ever seemed in any way to rival her was— oddly enot^b — tbe 
crippled soldier, Ywk. 

To his own surprisci the loliVer found himself on skates less 
helpless than on his feet walkbg. He, too, had had his 
Canadian winten in Cu-off years, and he showed at once 
what an expttt he had been when in full Etrength and health. 
Even now upon the ice a grace of ease of movement returned 
to him which was most exhilarating. Diana, who had by fits 
and start* takai an interest in this man, and had felt his 
latent power, suddenly found him more companionable 
than she had dreamed he could be. It was curious, she 
thought, but some of her power seemed latterly to have 
escaped her. Sir Humphrey was her friend, but nothing more. 
Now that Sally had so rudely opened her eyes, she saw this 
pUinly ; and with a curious sense of mingled shame and self- 
scom, had withdrawn herself from any further efforts at 
establishing any supremacy over him. Archie, too, in scmie 
curious fashion seemed to have changed. They were still the 
(DOit excellent friends and comrades, but she was instinctively 

L;.gL...-.i, Google 



Comfna Cbcistmas 167 

aware that her power over him was gone. He admired, but 
he no longer adored her. She was his very good friend, but 
she was not his bright particular star. He would do her 
bidding as a matter of course, and with alacrity ; but he did 
not show by his every act and word that be regarded her 
service as the chiefest delight and glory of his life. He did 
not, as it were, lay himself down for her to walk over. Perhaps 
she regarded him with more respect on this account ; but it 
set her wondering. 

York had never been her slave; that she knew very 
well From the first she had always been aware that he 
cHtidsed her — that he appraised bet at more of her true 
worth than some others were able to do, that her beauty 
did not dazxle him, nor her powers of fascination charm — 
beyond a certain point Nor had she cared about this, save 
in moments of occasional pique. She had regarded York at 
the outset as rather beyond the pale. His infirmity and 
broken health slightly disgusted her — to use a strong word. 
There was in her heart a curious sense of revolt against 
whatever was not shapely and attractive and flawless. The 
sight of suffering was repugnant to her, and no one could look 
at York in old days without knowing him to be a very sufiering 
man, if not in the immediate present, yet in the recent past, 
the traces of which remained branded upon him. 

He would carry something of that look all his life ; but it 
had greatly modified with time and returning strength. She 
watched him upon the ice; she took pleasure in circling 
about with him, and cutting those elaborate double figures 
which none but they two could attempt She decided that 
he was a distinguished -looking man, with the remains of 
what must have been great physical attraction. The attrac- 
tion, indeed, remained still, she decided; and when she saw 
him amongst eager boys and laughing girls, crowding round 
him for iostcuction and " wrinkles " as to how this or that was 
to be done, and heard his clear, terse directions, and noted bow 
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c owinwndi n g woe bis aap and words, and how natunlly all 
looked to htm to ampite their contests and arraoge thdr 
haixfirapi^ she lecognised in htm that quality of a leader 
vt men iriiidi attracted her stngulaHy ; and she realised 
as d>e had nefcr dooe before what it most have been to such 
• man to be laid aside from active s^vice, to have his career 
cm short in its pcim^ and to know that he could neTCT fill 
that place far which he seemed to be destined by tnining and 



Diana was seeii^ in these days many things which had 
escaped her before. She was ootiog something about Sally 
which perplexed her somewhat Since that night when Sally 
bad spokta her mind with such frankness, the two girls had 
not met very often in prints though they were constantly 
together in company. No apparent diminution in their friend- 
ship had taken place ; and Dl was generous enough, with all 
her builts^ to admire Sally for ba courage and her candour; 
but it had left its mark all the same. Sally was doubtful 
whether Di bad fo^ven her. Di felt that Sally had 
seen through her rather more than was agreeable. They 
avoided, by mutual consent, being alone tc^ether, and Di 
wondered whether, when Rudolf should return for Christmas, 
as was expected, Sally would say anything to him in her 
bluff way as to what had happened. She wondered also 
whether she would find Rudolf as attractive as she had 
done in the summer. For really, if she did, it might 
be worth while to think of settling something with regard 
to the future. She saw very plainly that she would 
never be Lady Vonborough — though whether Esther ever 
would (thanks to her interposition) she could not hazard an 
opinion. Perhaps she might do worse than take Rudolf, and 
push him to the forefront, using her own wealth, beauty, force of 
character, and ambition, to be seconded by his own. She might 
live to be Lady Hastings before so many years had passed. 
And she felt as though she would like to retain her fri^tds 
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and interests in Deethorpe ; and, after all, Bishop's Hall and 
Convent House would make a very respectable estate when 
joined together (as in the course of nature they would be) by 
a union between the Squire's son and the niece of Esther Lynne. 

Diana had an unwelcome and a most unwonted feeling of 
having made something of a mess of her aSkirs all round, and 
she wondered whether the neighbourhood were in any way 
conscious of it. If so, she must show them pretty plainly that 
they were mistaken, and perhaps a speedy engagement with 
Rudolf Hastings would be the best way out of the present 
rather uncomfortable situation. If any unpleasant remarks 
had been made, this would silence them. She would become 
again the central figure of local interest, and would queen it 
royally and graciously over all the place in right of her future 
position. So she skimmed about upon her skates — a graceful, 
notable fiKure, in crimson velvet and soft grey fur — the 
observed of all observers ; laughing heartily when she caught 
sight of Sally, leading her hockey team with unrivalled energy 
— perfectly at home on her skates, wonderfully rapid in her 
movements, and in her powers of stooping, twisting, and 
turning ; yet nevertheless preserving through it all the 
characteristic ungainliness of action which seemed inseparable 
ftom all she did, and which always evoked from Di laughing 
comments of amusement 

" Isn't she like an elephant on skates — poor old Sally ? " 
she asked Uughii^ly of Ajchie, as she skimmed along at his 
side. 

" She plays the best game of ice-hockey that ever I've seen," 
he answered, and turned his head to watch her as she struck 
at the ball, and followed its course, guiding it with rare skill, 
for all her ungainly action, and keeping it well away from all 
adversaries. 

" Oh, yes ; she's awfully good at games — it's her metitr, 
you know," and Di gave him a curious glance sidelong as she 
swept onwards, and very softly whistled tmder her breath. 
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It was dask before Salljr's game wu finished, and then she 
was ddajred by Taiious small good-oatored offices perfonoed 
fw other skaters. Children bad to be helped out of their 
skates, and there was a boy with a cut hand to be bound up 
and sent on his waj. By the time that Sallj was liee to make 
her own way borne it was almost dark, and the company of 
skaters had pretty well dispersed. She was used to be 
amongtt (be last to leave, and the walk across the hom« 6elds 
was short and fiimiliar. But she had ooly just reached the 
style which led thither before a buniliai 6gan emerged from 
the shelter of At hedge. Aichie flung away the end of his 
cigar, and ofiered her a hand as she flung herself over, and 
then possessed himself of her skates. 

" Oh, you needn't do that I " she cried, laughing ; " I'm not 
wie of that sort of girls ! " 

" What sort of girls f" he asked, delighted always when he 
could draw her out 

" Oh, you know, the sort that expects to be waited on, and 
have thii^ done for them, as though they hadn't got arms 
and legs of their own. I hate itot having somethii^ to cany ; 
I don't know what to do with my bands. If you thii\k you're 
bound to carry my skates^ I'll have youis 1 " 

And before he ki>ew what she was about, she had possessed 
herself of them and was enmtning them critically, they b^ng 
the itewest patent out — like evoything that Archie possessed. 

" Don't think I care about them. I swear by my old acmes 
— I don't cotton to all the new-fangled dodges. When I've 
got an old friend, I stick to it. I suppose I take a bit after 
my governor, after aU. Now, you hanker after every latest, 
newest thing you see or hear o^ whether ifs clothes, or 
whether it's guns, or whatever it may he. You ought to 
marry the daughter of some big universal provider, like 
Whiteley, or one of that fry, so that your p^n-in-law could 
provide you with every latest fad and fashion just as soon as 



UigilizKl,, Google 



<totnln0 Cbrlstnus >?> 

A curious light leaped suddenly into Archie's eyes: 

"I don't want to marry the daughter of k U. P., Sally; I 
want to marry — you." 

She looked at him for one single moment from under her 
brows, and then her eyes went back to the skates in her hands. 

" That's a good 'un ! " she remarked. 

Archie almost laughed aloud, despite the fact that he was 
desperately in earnest — more in earnest than he had ever been 
over anytbii^ in his life before. He thought his own way of 
proposing and her way of talcing it were alike original, and that 
the situation, if a Uttle critical, was exceedingly delightful 
Never had this odd girl attracted him more. He did not care 
one whit for her eccentricities of mind or of person. There 
was something beneath all that which had got a firm grip of 
him, and he, the dandy and man of &shion, whose ambition 
had always been to have everything of the most perfect and 
sumptuous about him, was ardently in love with a girl 
distinctly plain, distinctly awkward, and whose tastes and 
aspirations were as different from his as light from darkness. 
And yet he loved her I Would she ever believe it ? Would 
she ever return his love ? 

" It's the best I have to offer," be said. " Won't you take 
it, Sally?" 

Something in his voice arrested her attention this time, and 
held it She looked at htm straight, and saw that in his eyes 
which brought a slow flush to her cheeL 

" I thought you were chaffing ^^ain," she answered slowly. 

" I have never been chaffing at any time, Sally. I have 
been trying to tell you this ever so long, but you always put 
me off." 

"I thought you were chaffing," she said again. "Men 
don't say those sort of things to roe — I'm not that style." 

" You're the style I want my wife to ht, Sally ! " cried 
Archie, with sudden heat " I don't want my wife to be a 
woman that every man has made love to for Heaven knows 
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bow many yean I — who hu flirted with them all in turn, 
bfooght them on, and thrown them aside — who likes to toro 
you inside out fix her amaiement, and then pitches yoa away 
like a squeezed orange. That's not my ideal for a wife, after 
having had a good look roand. Sally, will you marry me ? " 

She continued to gase at him with round, wide eyes. 

" I say, don't yoa think you're just a tnt roogh on Di 7" 

It was like her, he thought, that she should at such a 
moment as this take up the cudgels tor her friend. 

"I'm not thinking only of Miss Conquest; I've been in 
London, in India — I've seen that type evciywhere. But Tve 
never seen another Sally. I want my wife to be unique." 

** A son of freak," quoth Sally, a curious twinkle in her eye, 
though th«e was a quiver about her lips that was not dis- 
couraging, " so that yoa can make a show of her, if all other 
means of livelihood fail" 

" I want a woman I can trust — a woman who is fuihih all 
through, if you know what that means. I expect you know 
your Bible long chalks better than I do, Satly ; perhaps you 
know where the verse can be found — I know it is there some, 
where — tbe verse that comes into my head sometimes when I 
am watching you or thinking about you : ' Her husband's 
heart can safely trust in her.' That's the kind of feeling I 
want to have about my wife." 

Sally was silent. The thing had come upon her after all 
with a sense of surprise, though she had not been able to 
avoid the consciousness that Archie Vanborough had for some 
while been wanting to get to close quarters with her. At first 
she had been too utterly taken aback to consider it seriously 
for a moment. Then a curious sense of wonder, and almost 
of indignation, possessed her, as though she saw in the prospect 
some sort of infringement of her liberties, the imposition of 
new fetters and shackles. Then a diiTerent and inexplicable 
feeling stole over her of which she was half a&aid — tbe sense 
of new meanings to life, of some factor with which she might 
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have to reckon, of which she had never taken real cognisance 
before. She had put the matter from her, had ridiculed 
herself for letting such notions possess her ; hut all the same, 
she had not quite succeeded in banishing thought, or those 
dreams which are the prerogative of girlhood and youth. 
And now Archie bad spoken words which could not be set 
aside or misunderstood. She had suddenly reached the 
lubictHi of life. The next few minutes must decide it all. 
And yet, what a big dedsion it would be ! 

"Why do you say such things to me?" she asked, almost 
fiercely. 

" Because I love you, Sally," be answered squarely, " and I 
want you to let me teach you to love me in return." 

" Vou don't expect me to love you — yet ? " 

" I wish I did," he answered ; " but I'm not such a vain 
ass." 

" Oh, but I do like you, Archie — I like you awfully I " she 
cried; "I won't have you call yourself names. You have 
been hugely good to me. We chummed up trom the first 
I like you tremendously; but the other is such a big 
thing." 

" I know it is, Sally— an awAil big thing. It gets hold of 
you, and there's no getting away from it. I did try to get away 
—yes, I truly did ; for I didn't think you were going to be an 
easy girl to win. I don't think you are now ! But I've got to 
try and get you. It's come to that with me. But I won't ask 
much to begin with — only that you'll let me love you, and try 
to teach you how to love me — " 

"And not talk about getting married just straight down on 
the nail, as though you wanted it next week 7 " 

" 111 be as patient as I can, Sally; but that's what I want 
I want to marry you. I want us to have a little home of our 
own — not too big, but big enough to keep our horses and dogs 
and have friends down to enjoy the garden and the tennis and 
the golf and things. We'd leave ourselves a margin, so that 

s 
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we coold go abroad wbai we raited and see the worid. Then 
are heaps and beafs of places I kwg to see, aod a lot more I 
want to dunr yon. When I find mjpsdf ttiinking about them, 
it alw^i oomes into mj bead to saj, ' I wish I coold show that 
to Sally! Ho« die woa'^l laogfa!* We could climb some 
snow BonOaais together — dot's awfbl fbn ; and we could go 
jacfadng in the Norwegian Fiords — I've dcme that too. Sally, 
rd give y«a a real altioa&d good time of it if yoo'd only let me. 
Would it be so vety haid to manr me?" 

** m not manr yon far the things you can gire me I " cried 
SaQy qincUy ; *I1I only many yoa if I can care for yon 
yoandf eaoogh. But that's the troobte ! How can I know 
whether k is eoongfa ? I like yoa — I think yoo'te awfiiDy nice. 
I cant think why yoa want such a gowk as me ; it makes me 
feel almost »5'""Wi But I don't feel as though I knew what 
bcbf; in lore was like. Ai^iie; do yoa know yourself? " 

"O Lor', yes!" groaned Archie, "I know all about it — 
wocse hoA, I was goii^ to say; for if yoa won't have me, 
Sally, it will be awful hard luck. FU bare to go away, and not 
come back any more. HI go to Soatfa Africa or something 
■nd get a Boer ballet into me perhaps — ' 

" Yoa shan't ! " cried Sally Sercdy ; " I won't hare it I " 

Li^t leaped into Archie'E eyes. Somdtow or other, next 
minute be had Sally by both ha hand% and the skates had 
fallen with a clash to tbe ground. 

" YoQ dont want me to go away — artd be shot ? " 

" I won't have it, I say ! " 

"Then you1l have me, Sally — you'll have to take one 
or the other; fot if I don't suy — for you — 111 go off 
instanter ! " 

There was a deep, breathless pause, broken only by the 
slight, panting sound from their parted lips. 

''Then I guess youll have to stay, Archie^" said Sally 
s!owly; and the next minute he had killed her unawares. 

She broke from him then, and ran like a hunted bare across 
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the fields. He picked up both pain of skates, and leisurely 
followed, his eyes dancing. 

" I'll go and have it out with the Squire forthwith," he said. 
" Nothing like striking whilst the iron is hot Well, one thing 
I can be very sure of : no man except her fother or brother has 
ever kissed my Sally before~-that's one comfort." 
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TBB CHILDKBR'S pftxE 

It wn dw pRtbett ng^ ! Never had tncb a tree as that 
been teen in aU die coimtiTaide 1 It reallywas a tree; it 
VIS planted far the time being bt the ceotnl ibantaio <£ the 
little comtptd, now c ou t ote d into aomething more like Duir- 
land than the children ooold have imagined, and towering up 
r%ht to the top of the roofed-in eadosur^ which was as 
hi^ at die bome itself. The tree was a perfect blaze of 
"•■■"n**, g)iss balls, qiaifcling ornaments, and gaj Sags, whilst 
toft and gifts of enrj deacriptioii loaded the blanches, and 
were also piled in fascinating heaps aroimd the fountain itself; 
for some of the gifts were too heavy and bulky for even the 
itT oogest of the boughs to bear. 

All the cfaildreo of the place were congr^ated in the sur- 
rounding corridors, gazing with spar k li n g and fascinated eyes 
at the wondcrfiil tree. One of the sides of the corridor had 
been reserved for the farm chitdrea, and another for the school 
children, so that all the little people of the {dace might share 
in the Ireu. The little folks who were of Sir Humphrey's 
indoor party, ia their dain^ muslins and party suits, occupied 
the other two sides of the quadrangle, distinction being chiefly 
made in order to facilitate the rapid distributicm of so many 
gifts. 

Later on all the children were to }<Ha in singing a few 

Christmas cands, after which the village contingent would 

retire with bags of buns and nuts and oranges, whilst die 

rrmaiader would enjoy the sumptuous tea provided for them, 

a;6 
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and romp about the delightful house, whilst all traces of the 
tree vould be removed, and the stage effects for the little plaj 
and the tableaux quickly uraDged. 

Sir Humphrey, disguised as a veritable Father Christmas, 
stood beside the tree, a m^c wand in his hand, with which 
he dexterously unhooked the hanging fruit, and passed it to 
one or another of his many fairy assistants. They looked like 
fairies to the dazzled children, those pretty ladies in their white 
dresses, especially the tall one with the shining coronet on her 
brow ; for Di, true to her instincts, had dressed for the part, 
and looked the very impersonation of the fairy godmother, and 
her strong capable hands were never idle. The heaps of gifts 
at the foot of the tree were rapidly sorted out, and distributed 
during the more tedious and fascinating operation of stripping 
the tree. Archie was in the upper corridor, with a long, 
hooked stick, denuding the higher branches, and Father 
Christmas had a never-failing flow of merry remarks and apt 
illustrations wherewith to amuse bis eager little guests. All 
the sashes of the windows giving upon the court had been 
removed, so that the double arcade was open to the roofed-in 
enclosure, and nothing impeded the view of the spectators. 

Esther Lynne was busy enough, providing big bags and 
wrappers in which the delighted children stowed away their 
treasures, writing labels for the bags, and pilir^ them safely 
away in the place set apart for the purpose. It was pretty to 
see them crowding round her, eager to dispUky their gifts, 
confident of her sympathy and interest, and of the ability of 
her clever fingers to pack up even the most fragile acquisitions 
so that they would come to no harm. 

Esther looked up from her task, deeply hemmed in by the 
eager little crowd, all clamouring for her attention, to find Sir 
Humphrey's eyes fixed smilingly upon her. He had finished 
his task by this time, and had doffed the wrappings and 
flowing beard of Father Christmas, in which be had not been 
recognised by many of the small fiy. When they were aware 
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of his preteoce tbejr set np a sbont oT, " Sir Tiget I Sir 
T^ " — ind mnsfared to him some of tbdr nnltitude of 
qaestioQS and exduosdons, is sure of his sympathy and 
interest as of Hiss Lynne's. 

In the coortyard Stella and Di were manhalling the 
contiiigeitt of carol silken, and sooo the strain of cbildrcD's 
voices KMe strong and sweet, led by the finnei, rounder notes 
of tbeir adok instiuctors. The children nished off to see, 
to bear, and join, so that for the moment Esther and Sir 
Hofflphrey woe alooe together in the toy-strewn room. She 
was canfially gathering together the different belongings, and 
as caicfoUy sorting artd labdlir^ them ; he was watching her 
at her task with a cnriously bright and intotse light in his 
eyes. Both listened to the sound of the children's voices, and 
when their ^es met, they smiled. 

He aune and placed himself by her, helping her with 
the last of her parcds. Then they stood side by side together 
in the doonnty, from which a glimpse into the illuminated 
court coald be obtained. 

** It is like a combination of East and West," spoke Sir 
Humphrey, with a smile; "tbon^ not much of the East 
about it, saTe the draperies and the harmony of cotour. 
How often I hare wondered what my first English Christmas 
would be like t Do yon know, I always pictured it spent 
aomewbere near yon, Esther f I think Christmas would not 
be Christmas to me unda other circumstances." 

She lifted her eyes to his bee. There was a very sweet 
shining there; He looked deep down into them, and his 
heart leaped. But for the memory of certain words of wamir.g 
heard not long ago, he might then and there have spoken out 
that which was in his hearL But it came to him that perhaps 
the wmming had been right Friendship true and deep might 
content a woman's heart, if not a man's. He must not act 
selfishly towards one whose whole life had been one long act 
of sweet unselfishness. At that moment be wanted her for his 
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very owd, as perhaps be had never done before ; but again he 
reminded himself how little he had to ofler — just the fag-end 
of a life which might be cut short tragically at any moment, 
and he held his peace. 

He was not a man to let himself be daunted or dominated 
by pei«)nal fears j but he bad become gradually convinced 
that there was some plot on foot against his life, and this, one 
of those mysterious, deadly, Oriental plots, inexplicable almost 
to the Western mind, a plot which weaves itself with peculiar 
subUety and caution, and may take years in the accomplish- 
ment, if the agent cannot be taken red-handed, and so 
consigned to prison and impotence. Even then it might be 
possible that others would be found to take up the task. Sir 
Humphrey had not passed the greater part of his adult life in 
the East for nothing. He knew the peculiar, stealthy patience 
of the Oriental in all its mysterious ramifications. He knew 
how one of his last acts in the country before he left bad been 
intimately connected with the unravelling of some widespread 
conspiracy which had cost many lives, and which had led to 
the execution of certain notable criminals, who, but for his 
astuteness, might probably never have been tracked down. 
He could understand that be might be the mark for some 
racial hatred and vengeance. He was certain that his life had 
been attempted, and might probably be again. Was this, 
then, the moment to ask of the woman he loved the gift of 
herself? He thought not, and, indeed, the psychical moment 
had already passed ; for the carol singing came suddenly to an 
end, and his duties as host once more engulfed him. 

The business of lea was an engrossing one for all. Sir 
Humphrey had prepared all manner of charming surprises for 
the little people. There were cakes which, when cut, were 
crammed full of crackers or of sweetmeats. There were buns 
which squeaked when they were cut or bitten, and others 
which cont^ed folded paper caps or pinafores, or funny 
animala' heads. Laughter and fun prevailed everywhere down 
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the long tablet, and oomtintlf the duldreo were heard to 
cxdnm : " Arent we tuTing a nice party ! " 

But the entertainment, instead of ending with tea, seemed only 
JDst to hsre begim. It was seven o'clock before tbey bad 
finished die meal, and there was to be an hour given over to 
romps and games of hide-and-seek, whilst the litUe actors were 
getting ready for tbdr parts, and the stage effects were being 
prepared in Ae courtyard. Fascinating glimpses of these 
boter could be obtained diroogh the contdiw windows, 
ahboogh cnitains bad been by this time let down, so as to 
block oat anything like a pofect view till the tight moment 
shooUaiiae. 

Yock was stage manager. E}iana was mistress of the 
ceremonies in the dressing-room. Sally and Archie arranged 
the Ul or rise of the curtain, the lime-ligbts or red fires, and 
acted in varioas useful capadties bdiind the scenes. 

Sally's sodden ragagement to Archie Vanborongh had taken 
the place com[detelj by surprise, and nowhere was the surprise 
so gmX as within the walls of her own home. Lady Caroline 
had never dared to hope that Sally woald make a decent 
marriage ; all she ever ventured to hope was that she would 
remain single, and not make some horrid m&alUofia with any 
person beneath ber in sodal standing. She bad never under- 
stood this daughter of hers^ bad never in the least gauged 
her character. Her amasemeot only equalled her delight 
when told of Archie's {vcqiosal. 

The young man had been received with open arms, and 
now Sally was enjoying a conndeiation and indulgence which 
was quite bewildering to her. To-nigbt she was wearing a 
really very pretty new dress, white and shiny, as though it 
had beoi frosted. Het mother's maid had done her hair, 
and instead of its beii^ dialed off her brow and tightly 
coiled into one hard knot behind, it bad been so arranged as 
to soften and frame her £ace, and she had even submitted to 
the tiniest of dny fringes curled over her brow, whilst the 
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plain gold collar, richly chased, which she wore round her 
throat (the gift of Sir Humphrey, who had welcomed her 
waimly as a prospective kinswoman), gave her a certain quaint 
dignity and originality of aspect 

Archie had gazed at her in amazement when they met. 
True, he had before observed that when Sally could be 
coaxed into evening dress some of the ungainliness of her 
aspect was modified ; but be bad never seen her look as she 
did to-night Pretty she never would be, and if grace ever 
came to her, it would be by slow development ; but, at least, 
there was some softening and change plainly visible about her 
— a change which, without loblnng her one whit of her 
originality and individuality, had toned down in measure 
some of her more accentuated peculiarities ; and with children 
Sally was always at her best They delighted in het funny 
sa^gs. They were not in the least afraid of her. They 
lai^bed with her and at her, and she understood them and 
their ways thoroughly. 

She never professed to care spedally about them. She 
called them " tiresome little beggars," " cussed little creatures," 
and had never been known to gush over them, or to talk with 
the faintest approach to sentiment; but all the same, she 
liked to be with them, and they with her, and she was always 
in request at any juvenile function, however many grimaces 
she professed to pull at the prospect. 

Archie regarded her with visible delight and pride. Di 
watched her and watched him — she bad time for this as the 
children's play proceeded, for York acted as prompter, and 
sbe stood with the others in the wings, and surveyed the 
result of her toil — and other things as well. 

"He is thoroughly in love," sbe said to herself, "and I 
can't for the life of me tell why. I like Sally tremendously — 
but to mairy her I — to have her always before one's eyes — oh, 
my ! I should want to cut her throat half-a-dozen times a day if 
I were hei husband ! Certainly there is no accounting for taster" 
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Diana would not admit, even to herself, that she was jealous. 
To be jealous of Sally ! — the thing was absurd I And yet, 
why had Sally won away one of her chiefest admirers and 
slaves — and that without an effect (for she knew Sally had 
tried no artifices— that she hadn't it in her to do so), whibt 
she herself was still free — sbll to be won ? Her glance roved 
round the scene, and lighted upon Sir Humphrey, standing 
beside Esther, who bad a group of the youngest children 
about her, and was explaining the course of the little play as 
it proceeded. 

With a queer sharp pang at heart she realised how that 
strong man's heart had nevei wavered or faltered, though she 
had tried hard to win it for herself — persuading herself that it 
would be for the good of alL She had deceived herself in the 
matter for a while ; but she bad not deceived others. It was a 
galling thought, and the memory of one episode sent a thrill of 
unwonted shame and pain through her. Then her quick eyes 
roved round till they rested upon Rudolf — and she gave 
a little start Rudolf bad been three days at home ; she had 
seen him several times. He had been pressed into the service 
to-night. They had had time to discuss certain matters 
tc^ether, and she thought that she saw in him the same 
readiness as of old to fall beneath her sway. She had almost 
resolved that it should be Rudolf Hastings. 

In some respects he was most suited to her, in age, in 
position, in the matter of his future career. A seat in 
Parliament was already being talked of for him, at the next 
bye-election, where a Government candidate would be pretty 
sure of the seat. He was elated at the prospecL She was 
excited about it, too. They had discussed it with some energy 
already ; there was much more still to say. But as her glance 
lighted upon him now, she was consdous of a queer and 
disagreeable thrill running through her. Rudolf was talking 
to Stella, talking with earnestness and animation, and she was 
listening with something of a kindred interest, her eyes aligb^ 
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her colour coining and going, her lips curving to eager 
smiles. 

Suddenly Diana awoke to the knowledge that Stella had 
charged of late, had developed, had improved. Contact with 
masculine minds, the virile personality of her kinsman, the 
enlarging influence of the legitimate exercise of a great gift, 
and a lawful ambition with regard to it, had broken down in a 
great measure that wall of prim complacency and unconscious 
self righteousness which had been Stella's bane in the past, 
which had seemed to make separation between her and others, 
and raised up fancied barriers that cut her off from those 
about her. It had come gradually. It had been the steady 
unconscious growth of many months. 

Diana had had so many other things to occupy her that 
often she had not thought of Stella for weeks together. She 
knew, however, that her portrait erf Sir Humphrey Vanborough 
was accounted rather a wonderful achievement for a young 
girl with so comparatively little training. She had heard that 
a really noted artist had seen the work, and had been struck by it, 
and had spoken warmly to Stella, urging her to study and culti- 
vate her gift, prophesying some renown for her in the future. 

Perhaps it was this recent praise and encouragement which 
had brightened her up and given hei animation and style. 
Her dress was patticularly becoming — designed, no doubt, by 
herself, and very artistic in its lines and adornment Dian.i 
felt that Rudolf was taking all this in; perhaps he might be 
realising that Stella Sinclair was something more than just 
the Rector's daughter — that she might have some independent 
prestige and career of her own. This was the sort of thing 
which would appeal to a man of his caUbre. It suddenly 
came into Di's head to ask whether he would think more of 
a wife whose beauty and whose money were all she had to 
off'er, than of one who might be known to the world by some 
talent which might raise her from among the crowd of women 
who could do nothing but talk and pose. 
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A curious rerulsion of feeling was sweeiMDg over Duna 
Conquest Hitherto no qiulms respecting hersdf or her 
uairersBl sway, irttererer she chose to eierdse it, had ever 
seriously beset her. She bad taken adulation, flattery, 
admiration as the natural elements of life. She had widded 
tbe sceptre of her beauty and her power as a matter 
of course, never pausing to ask by what right she regarded 
herself as an uncrowned queen wherever she went Now, 
for the first tim^ perhaps, in her life, she began to ask 
what this sovereignty was worth ? Was it a merely passing 
attd evanescent thing, a yoke willingly worn by those about 
her for a while, but from which they one by one emancipated 
themselves as they came to know Mid appraise her better? 
Or ¥ras it due to some inherent power and attraction in herself, 
which deepened and strengthened with time? Diana asked 
the question of herself fairly to-night ; and she felt that the 
true answer was the one least to her liking^ most galling to her 
pride. 

"They don't care for me as they did— not one of tbem!" 
she said to herself, as her eyes roved over the familiar faces. 
" Only perhaps Esther — and that is her sweetness, not my 
merit I have treated her worse than anyone — if only she 
knew it But if she did, it would make no difference. The 
rest — they like mej oh, yes, I can hold a sort of pleasant 
friendship and liking; but it cook down to that— and stays 
there. I can amuse them ; when I like I can fascinate and 
dominate them; but I cannot hold them. It is froth and 
flummery ; and bit by iHt they come to know it Why is it ? " 

She asked the question almost fiercely; yet all tbe while, 
deep down in her heart — that heart which now and again 
she had partially laid bare to Esther — the answer hiy hidden. 
At this moment she dragged it out and held it up before her 
eyes in a fierce kind of scorn. 

"It is because I am selfish — sel6sh to the core. I want all 
that life has to offer for myself— and myself only. I like to be 
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loved and courted because it ministers to 1117 vanity; because 
I want always to be first, not because I have anything to give 
myself, an3rthing to be loved for except just my good looks and 
my ability to lead and amuse people. For a time I succeed, 
and then I think I am everything in the world, and I get blown 
out with vanity and conceit. 

"It has happened agab and again, but I have made 
tracks before anything like a real fiasco could come about. 
I have sought pastures new, and have fancied myself stiil 
omnipotent But here I have been a fixture, and they are 
beginning to find me out. There's nothing in me — that's the 
simple truth t I'm a floating soap bubble, pretty to look at — 
you can't help looking at them— but when they are pricked, 
pouf ! there's an end I If s going to be like that with me here. 
I sliall be tried in the balances and be found wanting. I shall 
be related to a back seat. Esther will keep me as long as I 
care to stay ; but what is life going to be like in the future, if 
I am just a girl — getting beyond ^rlhood, too — whom men 
propose to after a few weeks' acquaintance, but after a few 
months' think better of it 7 That is what I ask." 

Strange thoughts, perhaps, for such an evening, but yet not 
quite out of place either; for Diana had felt already more 
than once to-night that her sovereignty was on the wane. 
Sally was in some sort a greater object (ri* interest than she to 
the adult guests — Sally in the blush of her happiness and 
wonder over her recently announced engagement Stella, 
even, was having her little triumph, on the strength of her 
artistic achievement. Diana bad felt a curious sense of being 
left out somehow in the cold. She could not really complain 
of not having received plenty of attention, and she had been 
too busy over the tree and the children to find rime to spare 
for other admirers^ but time was when these would have come 
flocking about her like bees round a honey-pot Now she was 
not quite this centre of attraction, despite her good looks and 
her wonderful gown. Was it that people b^an to be half 
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afraid of pUjiog with fire in her aodetj? She had the 
Rfxilatioo of being able to say vaj cutting things to the 
admireis who presumed too much ; and yet she did not desire 
them to cease presuming altc^ether. 

"The &ct is, whatever I may choose to call it, I have been 
aa amnt flirt for yean, and at last the name has caught oa 
and stock. They are afraid of me, and it serves me right I " 

The girl was too clear-headed, too ontspoken to others not 
to be oatspdken with herself when her blood was up. At this 
moment a great wave of self-scorn was rushing over her, and 
she had a momentary impulse to "cut the whole ctmcem," as 
she mentally called it, to bid adieu to Esther and Convent 
House and Oeethorpe, pack up her goods and chattels, and 
betake herself to Paris or the Rivieia, or to some gay winter 
resort, where, under the pleasant chaperonage of some 
fashionable dame (who could easily be found willing for the 
taskX she might enter upon a new career of triumph, and 
forget all the small humiliations of the past. 

Yet, whilst these thoughts were floating and forming in her 
brain, the children's play was being enacted amid much 
applause and all that Di had undertaken to do was promptly 
and ably accomplished. The play ended, the tableaux b^an, 
followii^ each other in rapid successioiu The eyes of the 
audience were concentrated upon the stage. Nobody saw 
how it happened. None were aware of the approaching 
tragedy. How it originated no eye witnessed ; but the stealthy 
flames had crept up beneath the roofing of boards which 
formed the covering to the courtyard. The fire must have 
had considerable hold before the least sign of it appeared, for 
when the draperies suddenly ignited a perfect sheet of flame 
seemed to be waving overhead. Masses of blaziog wood and 
flaming curtain fell upon the stage on to the heads of the 
terrified children. Screams of horror and terror and anguish 
instantly arose in dread concert, lost in the overwhelming 
yell of, " Fire I Fire 1 Fire I " 
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CHAPTER XXVI 

"so AS BY fire" 

The terror and the panic was short-lived, thanks to the 
coobess, promptitade and courage of the men present, Sir 
Humphrey, Colonel York, and the Squire being first and 
foremost in this matter. But for a few awful moments it 
seemed as though the flames must swallow up everything, and 
the paralysed children, wild with terror and pain — for many of 
them were father badly scorched, and some of them really 
burned, though not tn a serious or dangerous way — were with 
difficulty extricated from the flimsy stage trappings which were 
falling about them in masses of flake-like fire. 

York, however, in his capacity of clerk of the works, had so 
arranged matters that the water-tank at the top of the house could 
he utilised at a moment's notice in case of need, and scarcely had 
the cry of fire been raised, before a deluge of water was falling 
upon the blaung stage, and was hissing fiercely through the 
woodwork overhead, where sullen tongues of flame were seen 
to be licking like the tongue of some fierce devouring animal. 

Through the fire, the steam, the tumult, strong men and 
eager women rushed, snatching the children out of peril, 
carrying them into the shelter of the stone walls of the house, 
which the quickly-extinguished flames were powerless to touch. 
White-faced mothers caught at their little ones, eagerly bearing 
them ofif into lighted rooms, where their condition could be 
examined into, and uttering for the most part exclamations of 
thankfulness at finding how tittle harm had been done, beyond 
the scare and the destruction of pretty flimsy fury frocks. 
387 
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Sally, her new dress scorched and torn, her face blackened, 
her hands red and blistered, carried out one of the last of tbe 
little ones, who had dropped behind some £aUing woodwoilc, 
and had been stunned b; a blow on the head, so that he might 
haye flUsCained severe hurts had not Sally's quick eyes detected 
bim where others had seen nothing. It was little Hugh whom 
she thus rescued, and Stella, uttering a cry of relief^ made a rush 
forward to receive him. 

" I was getting so frightened. I knew he was behind the 
scenes. He was wanted for the -next picture. Oh, Sally, yon 
dont think he's badly hurt?" 

"Ob, no; I hope not See, he's had a bad knock on the 
head, poor little chap ; but I don't think he's burned anywfaoe. 
There was a great lot of water pouring down close to him. It 
was splendid bow the water came hissing down before one 
could say ' Jack Robinson ' I But for that it ought have been 
frightAiL See, well put him on the sofa here. Hell come to 
directly. Miss Lynne has the little ones who have been hurt. 
She knows just what to do ; and the rest are to go in to supper, 
and be made to eat and drink and fo^et about it if possible. 
It's much the best way. It's a great mercy it was no worse, 
1 wonder however it happened. Everything was so carefully 
anmnged to guard against any danger of fire." 

Sir Humphrey, rather blackened by smoker but quiet and 
composed, and even smiling, paused for a moment at the door 
and looked in. 

"It's all safe now," he said; "the fire quite under, and 
nothing spoilt but the temporary structure, which must have 
come down anyway. What about the children ? Any more 
been hurt? That's Hughie from the Rectory. What's the 
matter with you, my man ? " 

Hugh opened his eyes and stared about him, and sat 
up. 

"I'm to be Jack the Giant-killer next," he said; "have I 
been to sleep ? " 
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Sir Hampbrey smiled, felt his small limbs all over, and 
finally set him on his feet 

" Youll kill giants yet, my man ; though a big giant called 
Fire did have a bit at you just now. But he's not done you 
much harm. Do you feel like havbg some supper, eh?" 

Hugh felt quite like it, and the girls followed him and Sir 
Humphrey into the supper room, where Diana, in all the 
undimmed beauty of spotless raiment and un8ii^;ed drapery, 
was surpassing herself in trying to make fun and nonsense 
for the little folks, that they might forget the fright they bad 
had, and carry away nothing but pleasant impressions of Sir 
Humphrey's Christmas party. 

The mothers who had remained with their little ones were 
in another room with Esther Lynne, busy over the few little 
sufferers who had really been hurt by the fire, or were too 
much upset to join in the feast. But since by Ua the larger 
number had only seen the sudden fall of the fire upon the 
stage, and had been whisked away almost before they had 
grasped whether it were a real catastrophe or a part of the play 
itself — a clever make-believe — they were not seriously upset, 
and a very little coaxing and fun on the part of those about 
them caused them to forget their incipient fears, and be ready 
for whatever was proposed. 

Di's face was pale beneath its brightness, and her expression 
was curious. Any but children would have known her mirth 
to be strained, and neither Sally nor Stella was surprised that 
it should be so. Thankful as they themselves were that the 
threatened tragedy had been averted, and that so small an 
amount of real harm bad been done, they could not forget the 
awful moment when it had seemed to them as though the 
whole place might be engulfed in flames, and that nothing 
could save a number of children from terrible injury, and 
perhaps a frightful death. If Di had also shared this fear, it 
was no wonder she looked like that. But the curious thing 
was that she had so preserved her spotlessness of adornment. 

T 
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She bad certainly been behind the scenes at the moment of 
the fire. She must have been one of those who had rushed 
to the aid of the children in their peril — she, so strong, so 
quick, so courageous, and so level-headed on all occasions. 
How, then, bad her dress retained its glistening whiteness and 
its undimmed purity ? That was certainly a puzzle ; hut then 
Di was a wonderful person, who always did manage to look 
different from others. 

Sir Humphrey put his hand upon her shoulder and smiled. 

" This is very good of you, my dear," he said. " We have 
all been so busy elsewhere ; but this is capital We must not 
let our little folks go away with doleful (ace and scared brains. 
Thank God 1 no great harm has been done, and no one is 
badly hurt, though I fear a few of the litde ones will have 
something to suffer. I must go and see how things are going 
there. You will keep them happy here, will you not ? The 
carriages and flys do not come till nine o'dock. Perhaps 
we can organise some games to keep them amused till then. 
You will do what you can tiU then ? " 

Sally followed Sir Humphrey out of the room. 

" Yonr hand and arm are burnt," she sud. " You most let 
Miss Lyrme see to you. She has done all that is wanted for 
the children. I'm going to ask her to bind up this finger of 
mine, and she'll do the same for yon, too, if you'll come." 

" My child," he said, concerned, " are you hurt ? " 

" It didn't b^n to hurt till just now. It smarts a bit ; 
but itil be all right when I get an oiled rag round it. You've 
got a worse bum yourself. Look at your coat-sleeve." 

"I expect the coat-sleeve has saved the arm. Vm sorry 
you are hurt, my dear. I feel horribly guilty over the whole 
thing. But wait one moment," he added suddenly, stoppir^ 
and retracing his steps ; and he made straight for Diana. 

" My dear," he said, " I find that several of the rescue party 
have suffered in the cause. Tell me, bare you any bums that 
should be looked to ? " 
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She turned her face full upon him mtb a curious intensitjr 
of gaze that was almost wild. 

"Are you mocking me?" she asked fiercely— despairingly 
as It almost seemed. 

" My dear child, what do you mean ? " 

" Mean ? I mean that the moment I saw the danger — and 
I think I saw it fiist, before anybody else — my one and only 
thought was to save my own skin. What did it matter what 
anybody else snffisred, if only I got safe away out of that 
horrible place, which was going to he a flaming furnace in a 
nnoment. I raised the cry of fire, and I fled for my life, 
without a thought for others. That is me all over, Sir 
Humphrey — you may as well know it first as last I tuned 
tail and ran. . I never came out again until the danger was all 
over ; and you ask me whether I have suffered in the cause of 
my sdf-devotion > " 

He looked at her searchingly for a moment, and then said 
very gently and kindly : 

" My dear child, there is many a brave soldier who has felt, 
when first exposed to fire, that temptation to tura tail and run. 
Some have even done it — who have lived to make ample 
reparation afterwards for what is often just a trick of the 
nerves^ And I think it needs as much courage often to 
realise and confess to an act of timidity as it does to face 
a peril." 

He said no more. It was neither the time nor the place, 
but his smile was very friendly as he looked into her face, and 
Diana made an effort to smile in reply, though the bitterness 
and strain of her eipression yet remained. 

She saw the children through their supper; she drafted them 
ofi'to the drawing-room, where Archie and Rudolf had hastily 
improvised t(^cther a bit of comic acting and conjuring, to 
finish off the evening for those who remained, the injured 
children having by this time been quietly removed to their 
homes. Several mothers had been present, who had undertaken 
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this duty, lod no child wu too moch bmt to be mored 
In bet, DO one had been severely injured, thoo^ one or two 
had been badly acared, and had suffered nUber laige super- 
ficial bums. It was with great sense of thanlcfiilnesa that ail 
those who bad witnessed the sadden and alanniog incident 
realised how small had been the harm done coDndering the 
magnitude of the peril A real tragedy had been imminent, 
but by promptitude and presence of mind it had been averted; 
and from the sounds of laughter and the clap[ung of hands 
constantly breaking out from the crowded drawing-room, it 
wu abundantly plain that the spirits of the children, dunped 
for a moment, had risen again almost to their formes 
pitch. 

But Diana did not follow the little crowd to the drawing- 
room. She turned and passed rapidly tbroogh an antefoom 
beyond into the dimly-lighted libmry, which was the one spot 
that had not been disturbed, or utilised for the evening's enter- 
tainment Two shaded lamps burned there, giving a faint 
illumination, and a ted fire of glowing coal made a cosy spot 
of warmth and brightness. 

Diana scarcely looked round her ; her mind was in a strange 
tumult ; rite flung herself down upon a great, deep, leathern- 
covered couch with something very like a deep groan, and she 
buried her bee in the cushions, speaking muffled, incoherent 
words half aloud, as we do sometimes, when we think oursdves 
alone, under stress of some keen emotion. 

But her senses were sharp enough notwithstanding her self- 
abandonment, and almost at once she beard a slight sound 
which made her start up and gaze round, and immediately her 
gituice fell upon York's tall figure, as he was making his way 
slowly and quietly towards the door. 

In a moment she grasped the situation. He had been in 
the room when she entered. He had seen her, though she 
had not seen him, and now he was trying to get away, that she 
might have the place to herself. He had witnessed the external 
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agas of this outbreak of abandonment, and was desirous that 
she should not know it. 

Diana started to her feet. In the uncertain light they foced 
each other. She saw that he was unvontedly pale, with dark 
shadows beneath his eyes. He had removed the traces of 
smoke snd grioie from his face and person ; but he looked 
like a very exhausted man. She knew very well that it 
was mainly owing to his marvellous promptitude in action 
that the flames had been so quickly arrested. What be bad 
done exactly she did not know ; but, at any rate, he had not 
spared himseli^ that was evident 

" Don't go," she said, recovering herself by a great effort 
" I expect you came here to rest and be alone — as I did. 
Can I get you anything ? You look about done for. I know 
I'm not much good in an emergency — I've found out that ; but 
I think my courage will stand the strun of getting you a glass 
of wine, or a brandy and soda." 

The exceeding bitterness of her tone was not di^;uised by 
its lightness. York turned back, and looked at her with 
attentioiL 

" Thank you, please do not trouble. My man has done aH 
that for me. I am all tight, Miss Conquest What is the 
matter with you ? " 

" The matter is, that I know myself to be an unmitigated 
coward, and that I despise myself from the bottom of my 
heart 1" 

" Because you ran away from the fire ? " 

" Did you see me ? " 

" Yes ; we both started to run together. I thought at first 
you were making for the wateMOpe. If I'd been sure you 
knew how it acted, I should have left it to you and turned 
back." 

"Yes, to run on to the burning stage, and rescue the 
children — as you did later — as Sir Humphrey and Archie and 
all the men did, as Sally and Stella tried to do, and did 
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poitiaUy, though the men tried to stop tbem, lest their 
ditperies should catch fire too ; u Esther did, withoot uiyooe 
knowing or seeingi becftuie they could think <rf others and 
cue nothing for tbenuelTCS, if the chiklreo could only be 
snatched from an awful peril I only thought of the horrible 
pain. — What should I do if I were overtaken by those awfiil 
tongues of fire? — if I should lose my beauty, my strength, all 
that I bold most dear? — if I should have to suffer horribly? 
It drove me wild, the very thought Oh I I knew perfectly 
that I was strong, active, daring— when I chose to be — that I 
could do almost as much as a man tn the work <rf rescue ; but 
was I going to do it? Not a bit of it ! AllI thought of was 
to save my own skin. If I did that, I did not care who else 
might be burned to death ; the whole house might go 1 " 

" Miss Conquest, you are unjust to yoursdf." 

" I am not I I am not I I wish I were. I am seeing 
myself as I am for the first time^ with all the glamour and self- 
adulatioo stripped away. CoIchkI York, at down. You are 
not fit to staiui I will sit down too, and have my say out. 
I must have it out with someone. Sir Humphrey would not 
understand ; no doubt he thinks most women are like that — lose 
their beads in a moment of panic, and are not responsible 
exactly for what they do. But that's not it at alL I did not lose 
my bead. Never was my mind clearer than when I suddenly 
saw the flaming drf4)eriea bc^nning to fall upon the children 
grouped below. If I had made one spiir^, I could have got 
two or three out in a second — the very ones who have been 
most hurt — but I should have run the risk of being hurt 
myself. I realised that instantly — and I ran away I " 

Y<xk bad sunk down once more into the de^ chair beside 
the fire. Diana sat opposite, very upright, with a tense and 
rigid aspect, and brightly-gleaming eyes. 

" And all my life through I have been pridiiu myself upon 
my coun^e, my presence of mind, my [nomptitude in 
emeigcncy, I hare always said to myself that should 
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occasion arise I should show that I had the true heroine 
nature. I have longed for my chance to come to prove what 
I was made of, that men might see and admire and applaud. 
And now I have had my chance. I have been tried in the 
balance, as they phrase it ; and the result has been that I have 
shown myself a pitiful coward. Even Stella Sindair, whom 
I have looked down upon (ohl I beg your pardon, I had 
forgotten the relationship ; but never mind, you cannot think 
worse of me than you do now) — looked down upon as a 
namby-pamby sort of little prim miss— even she has put me 
to shame to-night. I shall never hold up my bead i^in 
in this places Even the children may well point the finger 
of scorn at me. And the sooner I get myself out of it the 
better." 

She had said her say, and York lay back, regarding her 
steadfastly, astonished at the outburst, amazed at the fierceness 
of her self-contempt, and at the ruthless fashion in which she 
had torn away the veil, and contemplated herself without a 
r^ of self-deception. It was almost like seeing a living thing 
dissected. He longed to interrupt her, and yet felt it better to 
let her have her say out 'He wondered why she had spoken 
thus openly to him, whose acquaintance with her had not 
been intimate, though in spasmodic fits and starts she had 
shown him favour and some amount of confidence. After a 
very brief pause she looked him fiiU in the ^es, and 
said : 

" Since hearing from Sir Humphrey the story of your lif<^ I 
have always regarded you as one of the bravest men I have 
ever known or heard of. Do you know, I had even rime in 
that moment to think of you, and what your bravery had cost 
you ; and I said to myself it was all very well for a man, but 
that I wasn't going through that sort of honor— no, not for 
anything I " 

She threw herself back in her chair, and gazed at him 
with eyes that seemed to blaze through the dim glow of 
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lunps ind firdigbt And at last he spoke in his low, even 
tc»es. 

"Miss Conquest," he said, "as you have thought me into 
this, I sboold like to tell jrou how much you sometimes remind 
me of what I wu once." 

" How ? " she asked, with eager ioterest 

" Faitlj in your very pride oflife, and strength, and beauty," 
he answeied. "Do you know that once I was a very 



" You are still I " it was on the tip <rf Diana's tongue to say ; 
but he had not asked the question to get an answer, and 
continued speaking without a break. 

* I can say it now without ranity — but so it was. Before I 
was crippled I was Teiy tall, too, over six-two, and with a 
strength that is not always the accortipaiument of extra inches. 
I thought I was going to take the world by storm. People 
talk of the vanity of women ; but I often think that it sinks 
into insignificance before the insensate vanity of men. We 
have sex pride, as well as the other forms of vanity — the sense 
of being the lords of creation, made to be worshipped and 
bowed down before. I had no great desire to many. I had 
loved passionatdy — ridiculously, perhaps— as a mere boy; 
and I could not afford marriage^ rvx did I particularly desire 
it My sword, my horses, my position in a dashing cavalry 
regiment was enough for me. Wherever I went I was noticed 
and made much of. I thought no life could be so pleasant 
I desired none other." 

Diana listened with parted lips and wideopen eyes. How 
well she understood I Strange that this quiet man, with the 
halting walk and the lined, brown hce, with its underlying 
pallor, should understand her so well, should have passed 
through some like experiences in his life. 

" I never thought myself a selfish, conceited ass. I thought 
myself a very fine fellow. The worid was good to me ; I got 
on well in my profession. I was chiefly in India; the life 



bv Google 



"So a» bfi fiK" 397 

suited me, and so did the pay and the climate. I was always 
ready, if we were ordered home, to exchange with any officer 
of my standing who wanted home service, and I stopped out. 
I wanted to save money, and perhaps one day to marry 
money and settle down at home as a country gentleman. 
But, meantime, I was very well content as I was. It never 
occurred seriously to me that my life could ever be anything 
but a brilliant success, with a brilliant climax." 

Diana caught her breath, and listened in deep 
silence. 

"Well, last year came the end of all that sort of dreaming, 
and I had time to discover what my real worth was — what 
was the value of all the Sattery and adulation I had received 
Was it the friends who had made most of me when I was 
an amusing guest at their parties, or could ride their polo 
ponies to win, or do those things that make a splash in our 
little station-world, who were any good to me when my career 
was over, and I was only a mangled, helpless bag of bones, 
with a very slender chance of ever pulling through again to a 
crippled sort of life? Not a bit of it. It was the chance — or 
Providence, as I like to call it— of Sir Humphrey Vanborough's 
b^ng OUT way on business of his, to which I owe my life. 
He took me up, and in his bungalow, watching him and 
talking with him, I began to see a vast number of things I 
had never understood before, the chiefest of them being my 
own insignificance and worthlessness, and the worthlessness 
of a great variety of those things which I had set such store 
by before. It's got to come to that, Miss Conquest; we've 
got to learn our own insignificance, and then the rest comes 
bit by bit. As long as we are our own idols, whether 
consciously or unconsciously, we shall never be any good, 
either to others or to ourselves." 

He said no more. Di spoke not a word. She sat looking 
silently into the heart of the fire. And thus they were found 
by Sir Humphrey and Esther, who, missing Di when the 
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little people had gone amy, came to look for her wherever 
she might be found 

" I thought jon must have run home, dear," stud Esther ; 
and Diana, rising in her sudden fiuhion, threw ha aims 
about her sow. 

"Take me home now, Esther, take me home now ; X am so 
very, very tired. I want to be with you at home." 
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CHAPTER XXVII 

AH ACT OP HVHILIATION 

It vas New Year's Ere, and many persons in Cleetborpe were 
busy over an eaterUinment for the school children which was 
to be giren that evening. But although Diana bad promised 
them a song, she was net engulfed, as some were, in the 
cutting of bread-and-butter, or the arrangement of the rooms. 
She had been silting alone over the fiie for some while, until 
the early dusk began to fall ; and then suddenly rising and 
throwing on her fur-Uned coat and fur cap, she sped with swift 
steps up the wide yew avenue, lying ghostly beneath a slight 
sprinkling of snow, and only paused at the door of Nun's 
Bower, asking whether Sir Humphrey Vanborough was at 
home, and whether she could see him alone. 

As it chanced, he was at borne, and in the library alone. 
Diana seldom entered that room, and as she crossed the 
threshold she was conscious of a strange thrill, remembering 
the last occasion on wfaich she had been there, when she had 
spoken such passionate truths to Colonel York, and had 
received E<»ne answering confidences from him — confidences 
which she bad pondered over in secret ever since, wondering 
more and more at the marvellous patience and silent heroism 
of the man who had partially laid bare his soul to her, that she 
might (as she now began to understand) draw, in some measure, 
consolation and hope from his experiences. He had lost all 
he most valued once, but had found the secret of contentment. 
If he, why not she? She bad been asking that question ever 
since. She had not found the answer yet ; but she was feeling 
399 

uigiiizKi,, Google 



3<M tEbe niece of Hetber Xi^ne 

for it in ft blind, nnconsdoiu Euhion ; and this visit ms one 
of the ctHueqoences of that search. 

Sir Humphrey rose to greet her, a question in his eyes. 

She answered it before it bad been put, as the door closed 
upon the retiring servant. 

" No, nothing is the matter — and jret something ia. That 
is what has brought me; but it's nothing that you are trying 
to guets. It is about Esther I " 

He started, and an anxious look clouded his gaze. He 
motioned Di to be seated ; but he stood himsdf in a rather 
tense attitude. 

" Is anything wrong — with — Esther ? " 

He genoally spoke of her as " Miss Lytme," though to each 
othet in private they had used the familiar Christian names of 
childhood. There was a note in his voice which betokened 
some disturbance of mind, and his keen gaze rested upon the 
girl's face, which showed a certain nerrong excitement 

" Please, sit down," said Di, looking straight before her, and 
not at her interlocutor, as was her fashion. " It's nothing that 
you &ncy. Esther b not ill, or anything like that. There is 
nothing the matter with het but what you can put right" 

"I?" 

" Yes, you. I'm not afraid to speak now ; because Tve got 
eyes in my head, and I've been using them to better purpose 
lately. Sir Humphrey, you want to marry Esther Lynne t " 

He started. He looked at Diana, and then his gaze 
travelled back to the fire, and fixed itself upon the glowing 
coals. In a low and reverent tone he made reply. 

" God knows how I have wanted that all my life ; but if it 
is one of those things which must not be — and is better for 
her not to be — I can bear it" 

" And suppose it were just the thing which were wanting to 
make her life happy and complete f " 

He rose sudd^y to his feet His tall form seemed to 
gather height and elasticity. 
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"What do you mean, Diana? Child, child, do not play 
with me. You have been a loving and tender fiiend and 
niece to her, and I have loved you for iL You warned me once, 
and I thought you were right And I had so little to offer — I 
have so little still. And there is another reason ; but of that 
we need not speak. It has been the fear for Esther which 
has held me back. See, I am not afraid to tell you so — you, 
whose quick eyes have seen so much — have read my open 
secret Her welfare, her happiness — these are the things we 
must place first Our friendship is very sweet If it would 
trouble her to have its current rufded — " 

" I dont believe it would." Diana was drawing ber breath 
now in rather heavy gasps ; seldom had she been so moved in 
spirit. Her task was to the full as hard as she had anticipated. 
" Please will you sit down whilst I try to tell you ? I have 
not been a loving and tender friend to her ; it has all been 
hollow show and pretence. No, not the love— don't interrupt 
me, please. I have loved Esther as well as it has been in me 
to love anybody, but I have always loved myself best. If you 
have not found that out, Sir Humphrey, it is because of the 
goodness of your own heart. Other people have known it 
well enough. I have always known it myself." 

" That is the best safeguard, my dear," he said gently. 

He did not know what was coming ; but he saw she was 
greatly moved. She was doing something heroic, iu spile of 
strong distaste and repulsion. He would not interpose. She 
should have her say out 

" It ought to have been ; but it was not Some people are 
self-deceived alt through ; but I always know myself at the 
bottom. I warned Esther before ever I came to her that I 
was not as attractive as I could appear. But she would not 
be warned. She has believed in me, and has loved me all 
through — she does so still. She will go on doing so, though 
I may tell her all the truth, as I am going to tell it first to 
you." 
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" And yon will lire to thank God, my dear, as «e men do, 
for the tender hlindness and trusting love of a true woman's 
heart But for such women as Esther Lynne in the woild, I 
often wonder what would become of us and of it." 

" I begin to thank God already for Esther's love," spoke Di, 
with an odd little catch in her voice. * It's just the sheet* 
anchor that holds me — that has held me from making a bolt 
of it these last weeks, as I have done before when I have 
tangled things up, and seen myself afresh in all the beauty 
of my unadorned selfishness and heartlessness. No, Sir 
Humphrey, just hear me out, and let me get it over and 
done with. I can never rest till I tell you, and if yon hate 
and desfnse me afterwards I cannot blame you. When first 
you came back, I did want you to marry Esther, though (idiot 
that I was !) I thought it all rather ridiculoiu — as though love 
were a pren^tive of youth. I know now that it's the love of 
the old that is worth having — love that has served its apprentice^ 
ship, and has been tried in the fir& As I say, I rather wanted 
to see the end of the long courtship, and expected things to 
be rushed in a few weeks. When that didn't happen, then I 
b^an to have other views. I found out that you were a very 
attractive man, Sir Humphrey. I had been used to monopo- 
lising the attentions of attractive men. I began to moncqwlise 
yours. It was not a great step from that to begin to contemplate 
winning you away from Esther." 

" My dear," he said gravely, " I do not like to hear you say 
Buch reckless things. Of course, I have been young myself, 
and I have had my moments of vanity and folly. I know the 
kind of thou^ts which can suggest themselves in the hey-day 
of our youth and immaturity. But these do not represent our 
sober selves. I think they are better foigotten— buried in 
oblivion." 

" Perhaps — so. I should like to forget them ; hut let me 
just have it out now. I b^an to think I wanted to marry, 
and you were the man out of all the ' dtow,' as I said, irtiom I 
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liked the best. I liked the sound of Lady Vanborough. I 
liked the prestige which, as your wife, I thought I should win. 
Oh, I know you must hate to hear me; but I want you to 
understand. It was not love, though I always liked you so 
much. It was ambition — and it was je&lousy t Yes, indeed, 
there was that, too I I'm not jealous like some women. I 
never hated Esther or wished her away. In some ways I loved 
her all the more, the mote I tried to euppUmt her. But I 
could not bear that she should be first with you. I wanted 
that place for myself. And when I saw I could not get it 
by square means, I tried what a little diplomatic fibbing 
would do." 

" My dear 1 " 

" It is true. Sally gave it another name— like herself, square 
and strong and downright. Odd, isn't it, that she's the one 
person who has seen through my little game? I persuaded 
you artfully, and without seeming to touch actually upon 
marriage, that Esther was not fit for any change in her 
surroundings, that any uprooting of her life would be bad for 
her. I made the most of her little illness. I worked upon 
your chivalry, as I worked upon your blindness in trusting me. 
You never suspected. Sometimes I almost deceived myself, 
and said it was sober truth, and that Esther was happier as she 
was. But all the while, deep down in my heart, I knew I was 
playing my own selfish game, and that what really was the 
matter was that I could not bear for anybody to stand before 
me. And now I cannot rest without eating my words to you, 
Sir Humphrey. I hardly believed them when I spoke them, 
though I tried to persuade myself that they were true. Now I 
know they were not, and that Esther has no more changed 
than you have. You have been her ideal through life, as 
she has been yours. It is beautiful. I lie awake at night 
sometimes thinking of it, and wondering how such things can 
be. We talk of romance, when a boy and girl just out of the 
nursery think they are in love. Pah ! any child can bncy that 1 
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But it's die lore that goes on and on, and brares all 
obstacles, ■qwndou, and tnnble, which is the love of 
true romance. Once I do not think I should erer bare 
believed in it. Bnt I have seen it now. I cannot help 
believing iL And to my shame I have tried to tbwait and 
oppose it" 

Sir Humphrey rose, and crossing over the intervening space* 
laid his hand lightly upon Diana's bowed head. 

" My dear, if yon have made a mistake, if you have acted 
thoughtlessly, you have had the couiage to make noble repara- 
tion. I know it has been hard I thank you from my heart f<v 
your confidence in me. BeUeve me, Diana, no word trf this 
shall ever pass my lips. It shall be the one secret which I 
shall keep from — my wife " — there was a little tremor in his 
voice — "if the day shall come when I can have the joy of 
calling Esther Lynoe by that name." 

Diana looked up into his face, and saw it transfigmed by a 
light which she bad oat seen there before. 

" I shall probably tell Esther myself," said she, with a faint 
little flickering smile ; " but I think I knew before you spdce 
that you never would tell." 

" I am going to Esther now," he said ; " shall 1 find her at 
home?" 

" She said she would be in at dusk. May I stay here a 
little while?" 

" As long as you like, my dear." He paused a moment, 
went towards the door, then paused, and turned round. 
" I hope to have you for my niece before lon^ Diana ; will 
you antedate that moment by a short time, and give me the 
kiss of peace ? " 

Sbe sprang up with a quivering face. His trust in her, and 
his calm affection after all he knew of her weakness and folly, 
fell like balm upon her heart. She swept across the room 
towards him, and held up a quivering face. 

" Uncle Humphrey I Uncle Humphrey I " she cried ; " I 
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never had an unde before. You will forget all my folly and 
vanity, and let me be a real niece to you?" 

He kissed ber as a father might, and said : 

" God bless you, my child. Let us put aside as foi^tten 
everything but this : that you have helped at the last to clear 
up all doubts and mbgivings, and to bring Esther and me 
together." 

He walked out into the clear cold evening, his heart beating 
as the heart of youth. True, there was still one shadow; but 
if she loved him, need he think too much of that 7 He would 
use every precaution, and hoped before long to have uiuavelled 
the plot and have the criminal at his mercy. At least, such a 
woman as Esther would rather know the depth and measure 
of his love, whatever the future might hold for him or her. 

Diana remained behind, seated by the fire, lost in thought, 
and with the rather weary feeling which succeeds a long strain. 

It was done now. She had made that confession which for 
a week she had resolved upon, but which it had needed all 
her courage and resolution to accomplish. It was made, and 
had been received with that kindness and gentleness which 
she had come to associate with Sir Humphrey's nature. He 
did not hate her. He did not even despise her. She had 
not lost him as friend or kinsman, and as lover he had never 
been hers. She had always known that 

The door opened, and a servant appeared, bringing in the 
tea equipage and the lamp, and the second time he was 
followed by York, who, upon seeing the occupant of Sir 
Humphrey's chair, paused in surprise, and looked round the 
room. 

Diana's spirits returned to her with the rebound natural to 
one of her temperament after a season of depression. 

" No, I'm not a ghost, and Sir Humphrey isn't here. He's 
gone off to see Esther, and as I've a sort of feeling that I 
might be de irofi, I've stayed here. Shall I do the honours of 
the table ? I really can make tea, though I always leave it to 

V 
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Esther at home. I) Archie coming in? or is he away to 
Bishop's HaUP" 

" I fancy Miss Sally has him in tow somewhere," answered 
York, smOing; *'or, perh^ I should say, he has hitched 
himself on to her. We don't see much of him here these 
days. But I'm not sony he's out this afternoon, as things are 
(uming out, as I rather particularly wanted a little private talk 
with you, Miss Conquest" 

Diana looked up with slightly hdghtened colour. She had 
not teen Yoric alone since the evening of the fire, when they 
had bodi spoken with rather curious unreserve. Wbat could 
he bare to lay to her to-day ? 

'Tve got an idea that that fire was the work of an incendiary," 
he said. 

" Gracious I " cried Diana, sitting up. " Who on earth 
oooWitbe?" 

" The same perstni, I take it, that wounded Sir Humphrey, 
and has tried to do other mischiet The creature who began 
by playing ghost here, and who has been seen once or twice 
lately, though he is much more wary and cunning now that we 
are watching, and have our wits about us." 

" The Hindoo ? " asked Di, who had heard something. 

"I suspect so. I believe he was about that night One or 
two children declare that they saw something like a dark man 
in a turban, but thought it part of the show, as you may say. 
I believe his hand kindled the fire, and that he wailed his 
opportunity to try in the con5ision to get a blow home. But 
things went differently from what he especled. There was 
less panic and mcwe help. He was afraid in the end to show 
himself — except furtively lurking in dark comers. But he is 
still about, I believe." 

" But what is he, and where does he stow himself? A roan 
in a turban and Oriental dress cannot hide in a little village 
and Cleeport is too far away to go backwards and forwards in 
winter weather, one would think." 
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"Thoe is never any answering for what those Hindoos will 
accomplish when on the war-path. They are the cunaingest 
and most slippery of customers. But my impression strongly 
is that he has an underground lair of his own, though hunt as 
I will I cannot discover the entrance. Miss Conquest, do you 
know if you have any cellars under Convent House ? ' 

"Oh, heaps ! It's a rqijular catacomb, I know. But you 
don't surely think he hides there ? " 

" No ; but I have b«en wondering whether there is not some 
subterranean passage possibly connecting the two houses. If 
this fellow has discovered the end here, which balBes me, and 
has a den of his own under our very feet, we might be able to 
hunt him out from the other end, if only we could find it. Do 
you think Miss Lynne has any susiHcions of such a. sub-way ? 
You know they were common enough in mediaeval days, and 
it is quite probable something of the kind exists. But I 
particularly don't want to arouse fears or anxieties by asking 
odd questions." 

" 1*11 find out 1 " cried Di, with energy. " I can do that 
without letting the cat out of the bag. If she doesn't kuow 
anything about it — and I shall easily find that out — then I'll 
have a hunt through the cellars myself. If there is one, most 
likely there'll be some sort of a door between our end and the 
cellars. I should just love to discover the secret. And if my 
unassisted genius isn't equal to the task, I'll smuj^le you in, 
and we'll hunt together." 

" I fear I can't take much credit to my own astuteness in 
such matters, since I'm quite baffled at this end, though I'm 
almost certan there must be at least a couple of outlets 
within a short radius of the house, if not within its precincts. 
I'm convinced that a certain peculiar sound I bear not 
infrequently, which we call rats, has another origin, and that 
there's some living creature moving about below, sometimes 
very close below our feet — a human creature, I am almost 
positive, and I believe Sir Humphrey b^ns to have his 
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sospicKHis «l«a We are taking every precauUoa I think the 
lurking foe feels that He it u slippery as all his kind are^ 
snd as daogeroiu. But my idea is that, if we could i^ptoach 
him from the other side — from an outlet which may probably 
be unknown to bim (for you have never been disturbed in any 
way, and be has no mc^e for molesting your peace) — we 
might take him by surprise, and effect his capture by strategy ; 
and I have been wantiug to speak to you of my sas[uci<»is, 
because I know that you will not be aUrmed by the idea, 
and that you may be my nx)st valuable ally in any farther 
investigations." 

Diana's face flushed with pleasure. Nothing could have 
come more opportunely to her at such a moment, and the 
implied tribute to her courage which YoA bad paid showed 
her that he, at least, did not hold her for a coward, even though 
•he bad played the coward's part upon one memorable 
occasiort 

" I will hdp you all I know ! " she cried ; " I will have a 
r«al search the fint moment I can get the chance, and that 
will not be long in coming 1 " 

She smiled a little to herself as she thought of the pre- 
occupation of mind which was likely to be £lsther's these 
next few days. Her thoughts would be centred round Sir 
Humphrey. They would engross each other's time and 
thought almost to the exclusion of all else. She would be 
free to carry on her own investigations. Perhaps at last, at last, 
she might have a chance of bong of some use in the world. 

York's eyes were upon her. She felt the scrutinising glance, 
and turned and looked at him. The smile she met brought 
a curious fiuah of colour to her face. 

" 1 must make one condition with you, Hiss ConquetL" 

"And that is?" 

" That you carry no investigaticms too bx alone ; that yoa 
do not let your courage and high spirit lead you into possible 
periL" 
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" Are ]rou mocking me 7 " she suddenly asked. 

"No; I am warning you against what is likely enough to 
happen. If you find traces of a door, if you find any method 
by which you think you can enter it, you roust not do so 
alone. You must send for me, and we must act in concert 
Will you promise me that ? " 

She looked at him, and answered by another question : 

" What makes you think I should be likely to wish to face 
any danger alone?" 

" The knowledge I have of your character," he answered. 

" You think I hare it in me — to be — brave ? " 

" I know you have." 

" You do not despise me in your heart ? " 

"God forbid!" And the words were so earnestly spoken 
that the girl felt almost awed. 

" I— I thought that you, at least, must always despise me— 
after last week." 

He looked her full in the eyes. 

" If I had to choose my companion for a moment of peril, 
and that companion had to be a woman, I would choose 
Diana Conquest before all others," he said. 

She rose suddenly to her feet, and held out her hand. 

"lliank you," she said simply; "I hope I should not fail 
you." 

And before he well knew it, she had gone. 
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QVlSTtOM AMD AHSWKK 

DtAHA had scarcely given him a thought since that Christinas 
night when, in meditating over her probable future, she had 
come to the conclusion that perhaps her best and wisest step 
would^ to put an end to all further uncertainty, and to many 
the Squire's son. 

Since that day the pressure of other events, and the struggle 
going <Hi in her own heart, had driven this matter from her 
thoughts. She knew that Rudolph was still in Cleethoipe; 
but she had not chanced to meet him. Her own mood had 
not been sociable. For almost the first time in her life she 
had held aloof from her kind. She had been engrossed in a 
fight in which they seemed to have ndther part not lot, and 
now, when she suddenly met Rudolf Hastings face to face in 
the grotmds of Convent House, she started as at an apparition, 
{<x she realised that just at that moment she bad been thinking 
of him, and wondering vaguely whether he were keeping away 
from her, or whether she should see him a^tun before be left 
for London, as he was shortly to do. 

They stopped short and looked at one another. It was a 
mild January day, with sunshine and soft skies, and the 
faintest first promise of spring in the air, although none 
doubted but that winter's grip must tighten again before 
any real advance were made. But for the moment there was 
hope and joy in the sense that the turn of the year had come ; 
skylarks were mounting into the blue, carolling in their 
wild exuberance of exultation, and the waterfowl upcm the 
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chain of fish-ponds were noisy and busy, disporting themselves 
with gtf abandonment. Diana had been watching them with 
amusement as she paced to and Tro, pondering many things in 
her heart. Now she stood still, and Rudolf before her, each 
scanning the other with rather significant intensity. 

" Miss Conquest — Diana," he began, " a few months ago I 
asked you a question, and you put me off then, promising me 
an answer later on. Have 1 waited long enough yet ? Is 
your answer ready?" 

Diana's face had been of late something more pale than of 
old. but at this moment it wore a brilliant colour, and her eyes 
began to glow and sparkle. 

" I fancy," she said, speaking slowly, and after a brief pause, 
"that it was more than one question you asked me; that, 
in fact, it was a good many kindred questions. Shall I 
recapitulate them?" 

" If you will," be answered, his glance searching her face 
rather keenly. 

" I think you asked me whether I were not ambitious ; 
whether I did not lore power, and would like in my future 
life to exercise power and influence in the world of 
politics. I think you asked me whether it would not be 
pleasant to me to feel myself a person of importance in that 
world. You told me of your own ambitions, and asked me 
whether I could share them. You asked me many kindred 
questions, and finally asked me whether I would be your 
wife?" 

" That is true," answered Rudolph ; " and you told me to 
come again for my answer when you had had more time to 
consider the matter." 

" That is true," echoed Diana, who was still standing before 
him, tall and straight. " But there was something you also 
told me theiL You told me that you loved me, and would 
make me happy if it lay wi^w the poir^ of nian to do 
so," 
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For tlw fnctioo of i second Rttdolf was sQeDt Then be 
aiuwered steadil; : " I said that also." 

She looked bim squarely in the eyes. There was a cnrioas 
glint in her own. 

" Could jroa ny &e nme to me tCHlay, Rudolf Hastings ? " 

He wu silent, reguxling ber as keenly as she regarded him, 
Tbey wore the look less of lorets than of fencers, taking eadi 
the other's measote before engaging in some combat whether 
for jest or earnest 

Diana spoke first, and her lips curved to a curious smile as 
she asked, with almost merciless frankness : 

" Do you wish to marry me to^y as mucb as you did when 
last we spoke tc^ether upon that subject 7 " 

Hii silence was answer sufficient She asked no more. 

"That is enough," she said ; " I do not blame you. You, 
too, have taken my measure. I have taken it myself, I have 
no cause of complaint I give you your answer. I will not 
marry you. You had better go to Stella, and settle things 
with her." 

He flushed suddenly. His eyes souf^t hen proudly. 

" Do you think I have been paying court to two women at 
once?" 

" If you had been," answered Diana, with most unwonted 
gentleness, " it would not have been for me to blame you. 
Those who live in glass houses must not throw stones. But I 
exonerate you from that. She was your boyhood's love, I 
know. But you were fairly ' off' with her before you came to 
me. Only I think upon the night of the fire your eyes were 
opened. When you saw her in danger — endangering herself 
for others— you knew what she was to you. We were all tried 
as by fire that night We went through our ordeal — some to 
honour, some to dishonour." 

"How do you know?" he asked, somewhat cwifoonded, 
scarcely noting her last low-toned phrase. "I did not see 
you. I did not know what had become of rou." 
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" I took care of myself," aoswered Di, with a slight curl of 
the lip; "from a safe coign of vantage I watched all. My 
eyes were opened to a good many things that night I think 
your eyes were opened too." 

For a brief while he made no reply, and then he held out 
his hand. 

" Bat we may still be friends, I hope. You never loved 
me." 

" No ; I sometimes think I have never loved anybody — 
except myself. But I once thought I liked you well enough 
to marry you — and make a splash in your world. It is a good 
thing you did not happen to return for your answer just then." 

There was a curious light in her eyes, half of mockery — 
self-mockery perhaps — half of good fellowship. He was man 
of the world enough not to be disconcerted. Yet, all the same, 
be looked full at her as he began : 

" Do you mean — ? " 

She interrupted him with a wave of the hand and a rippling 
laugh. 

"I mean nothing; but you had better go to Stella. Tell 
her all — tell her everything, and see what happens. Tlien 
come to me to be congratulated I " 

With that she gave him a nod, turned, and walked rapidly 
towards the house, whilst Rudolf looked after her so long as 
she was in sight, and then turned and made his way towards 
the Rectory. 

Diana found Sir Humphrey with Esther in the boudoir, 
sitting opposite to her in a b^ easy-cbair, with the air of a man 
who has the right to be there. The look upon his face was 
good to see. Each time that Diana's glance met the deep 
contentment anil friendly kindliness of his own, her heart 
bounded within her. He rose at her entrance, and kissed her 
on the brow. This was the privil^e he had taken from the 
day upon which he and Esther Lynne had plighted their 
tn»h. To her U still seemed like the seal of forgiveness. 
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She wu passionatdy ttudied to Sir Humphrey, atxl the 
thought of his becoming her kinsman indeed wu a source of 
pure bappinets. 

As foi Esther, she looked ten years younger already. The 
bee bad always been serene, and bad presemd its delicate 
contours and colouring. Sometimes a look of sadness and 
wistfulness had appeared to age it for a while, but with the 
sudden dawn of a new era of peace and happiness the shadows 
seemed all to flee away, and some of the nuliance of youth to 
return. Diana, noting all this, with her quick eyes and senses 
alert for observation, often felt a keen pang of remorse run 
through her as she realised that she had, by her insensate 
longing after the first place, delayed for a while the con- 
sammatton of this well-earned happiness. But when sbe 
sought to speak to Esther about it, she was gently bushed 
and checked. 

"Dearest, it was natural that you should be attracted by 
him. And bow could be help being attracted by you? He 
loves and admires you almost as much as I do. It was better 
for us all that we should wait and see how things developed of 
themselves. Time was when I almost thought myself that it 
would go that way ; and had it been for youi happiness —and 
his — I should have been happy myself. Do not speak bard 
words about yourself, dear child. Some of your very bults 
and failings have been dear to me, for your mother's sake. I 
am glad and thankful, dearest Di, that you recognise them 
yourself now. You will fight against them, and be safeguarded 
in the future. But you must not let thoughts of the past 
trouble you. Perhaps had my happiness come to me too 
quickly — too immediately — I might have known some faint 
misgivings. I might have wondered whether perhaps — you — 
might have made him happier. But now we all understand 
each other so well I could not ask for greater happiness. I 
would not have had things different had the choice beqt 
mine." 
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" You are quite too utterly sweet, Esther ! " Diana had cried, 
her arms fast round Esther's neck ; and in her immense love 
and admiration for these two lovers, who bad shown such 
unswerving love and loyalty, such quiet devotion and life-long 
unselfishness, the girl was helped to a wider and deeper under- 
standing of the true nature of love, and began at last, with 
prayer and earnest resolve, to seek to cut loose from the bonds 
of self-love and passion for power which bad been her peril and 
her bane through life. 

" I am like Undine," she once scud to herself, " if I could 
love I should find my soul. I do love Esther — I love Sir 
Humphrey. But I know she would say there is another love 
that must come first, and that the story of Undine is an 
allegory. I think I do begin to understand in measure vhat 
she means. One feels the power of it in others — but, ah me t 
it seems so fa away from one's own ken. One thing I have 
learned, however : I will never marry any but a good nJan — 
good m the downright, old-fashioned sense of the word. 
There are some old fashions that are worth all the new-fangled 
ones put tc^ether. I may be as modern as they make 'em 
myself, but I'll not have an up-to-date husband — not if I 
know it 111 marry one of the good sort, or 111 live and die a 
maid, like old Queen Bess 1 " 

Stella sought out Esther a day or two later, and sat at her 
feet, quiven'ng and blushing, whilst she told her tale, and asked 
-advice. 

" What have you said to Rudolf, my dear } " asked Esther. 

" I had to tell him that I cared for him — that I had always 
cared, really. Only there seemed so many things in the way 
once. And now I hare siud that we must not be engaged 
unless his parents give their consent." 

" I think that was a right stipulation to make, Stella ; but 
will there be any difficulty there ? " 

"Rudolf tbiqks not — I paean, in the tonj; run; and the 
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Squire oune thu morning to my ttudio, and kissed me, and 
Mkid he would like me for a daoghter at wdl as anybody, after 
all ; fOT I understood the old-bshimed ways, and should not 
turn the {dace upaide down when I came to be the Lady of 
the Manor, as be called it He said that we must give ' her 
ladyship ' time to get used to the ideM, as she has been rather 
unbidoos for Rudolf, and had got the notion that be would 
nairy Diana. Miss Lynne — tell me truly— I know the would 
be a much better match for him—" 

"Not unless she lored turn, dear." 

" Ah I bat — suppose she does ? " 

" I am quite certain she does not" 

Stella looked up eageriy. 

" Oh, are you really ? I was half afraid. And she is so 
beautiful — I could never blame him. I couldn't bear for bim 
to come back to mt, and then find out be bad made a 
mistake." 

"You Deed not be afiaid of that, Stella— not on Di's 
account I am be^nning to understand Di, as it took me a 
long time to do. She hu liked Rudolf as a friend She has 
admired bim as a lising man, likely to make a mark in the 
world. But she has never loved him; and though he has 
been attracted by her, I do not think that feeling is one which 
can truly bear the sacred name of love." 

"That is what he says," spoke Stella. "He has told me 
every single thing about it, and how it was Di who sent him 
back to me at the last, when he felt lumsdf half bound to ber. 
I feel ashamed now of some of the things I said and thought 
about DI Miss Lynne, I have been very nanow and 
uncharitable, and I have been very fooUsh, too. Even now I 
am sometimes half afraid to take my haj^nness when it has 
come. But you do not think it is always the lower road, the 
happy one, do you f — as I used once to think and to teach." 

" Need you ask me, my dear, when I am taking my own 
great and wonderful haj^iness so gladly and gratefully 7 " 
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" Ah t but you waited so long for yours t You served such 
a long, hard probation 1 " 

" Long, perhaps ; but not hard. I have been a very happy 
woman all my life. And, Stella dear, my probation, as 
you call it, was not my choice. I would have married 
Humphrey tn my youth, and been a proud and happy 
woman in doing it, but a definite and God-given duty 
intervened ; one that we both fully recognised, though we 
did not expect it to divide us ao long. Nevertheless, it may 
alt have worked out for our greater happiness now. We 
might have had to suffer more trying separation and greater 
anxieties had we married young than we have done now. 
And the happiness of the present seems to make up for all. 
Your happiness in this thing comes to you young. But 
if no otetacle separates you, why should you think to 
please God by inventing one for yourself? Do you not see 
how He has opened your way, and opened your eyes, too ? 
Are you still desirous to make Him out a harsh taskmaster, 
rather than a wise and loving Father? He may see fit to 
send us troubles and sorrows for our good, and for our right 
training ; but I can never see that it can be pleasing to Him 
when we reject the good gifts of His sending, or neglect the 
exercise of the talents with which He has entrusted us, on the 
ground that whatever we enjoy doing ourselves must on 
that account be wrong, and our happiness a snare. To me 
that shows a faithless and unloving spirit. We are not afraid 
to take good gifts from the hands of our earthly fathers, how 
much less from the hand of the heavenly Father, who cannot 
err, and who has doubtless some wise and beneficent reason for 
entrusting us with such gifts, whether in the matter of this 
worid's goods, or of ulents bestowed." 

"I luiow; I am trying to live into that faith. Uncle 
Donald says just the same. And, Miss Lynne, Rudolf wants 
me to go on with my drawing and paintit^. There is a sort 
of studio place in the garden of his house. He will have it 
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fitted op for me. He is proud of what he thinks my talent. 
I shall have lesaoni, and he is going to let me paint and 
exhibit, too, if I like. When he is an M.F. I shall do bis 
portrait 1 Perhaps I shall get just a little bit famous myself 
some day 1 I (km't mean that I think I am going to do 
wonders ; bat I may have my little success — Rudolf thinks I 
shall, and ,he hkes the idea. He says that women who have 
talat are thought more of in society than just the ones who 
talk and ' pose,' as he calls it I hope I shall not grow 
conceited; bat I see how easily I can be spared from the 
parish now, and that has taken a good deal of the vanity out 
of me. I don't mean to get puffed up ; but I do feel as though 
I shall have such a bappy life, and Rudolf declares it can be 
a useful one too." 

" I am TCfy sore of that, my dear. No life is without its 
accompanyir^ sphere ot usefulness for those who walk with 
open eyes. Yon need never be afraid of not finding duties 
rising up before you, and I am sure that you will not lack 
other the needful self-draial, or the needful energy, for 
grappling with these when they come." 

" It is nice of you to say so. Miss Lyone, and I hope it may 
come true of me ; but I sometimes feel as though I had been 
very silly and priggish and conceited in the past, and that 
makes me half afraid of the mistakes I may make in the 
future." 

" We all make mistakes, dear ; and your mistakes came 
from over<»ascientiousnes^ or what I might perhaps call 
morbid conscientiousness, and not from selfishness or 
carelessness." 

" Still, I was very obstinate and self-willed," insisted Stella, 
" and I was quite certain that my own way was the right one, 
and I did rather look down upon others, though I didnt know 
that I did I thooght their standards low — " 

" Perhaps tbey gave you some cause, dear ; and we always 
have to guard against the danger of letting love and charity 
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biiod us to the faults and failings of those about us. We can 
love them with all their faults ; but it does not do to be blind 
to them, else we maj unconsciously sink our own standards 
instead of raising theiis." 

" I don't think that sort of blindness was my danger," 
answered Stella, with a little smile. " I don't think I was at 
all blind in that way, except to my own bults and failings. 
And now I am so happy that I feel I want to love everybody, 
and for everybody to love me, and if I've been unjust and 
uncharitable to Di I must tell her of it, For I do want us 
all to be friends." 

" Well, dear, there she is to speak for herself," said Esther, 
smiling ; and Stella, starting up, saw a tall figure outlined in 
the doorway, and next minute Di was in the room, and had 
swooped down upon her, and pulled her to her feet, giving her 
a warm embrace. 

" There, then, little StelU ! We're been rather cat and dog 
all these months — you and I —haven't we ? But well bury 
the hatchet now in a general amnesty. Sometimes I wonder 
how you all came to treat an interloper so nobly as you did, 
especially one who was so eager to boss the show over all of 
your heads. But I've done with that sort of thing now^" 

" Oh, no ; but, indeed, you mustn't say that. You must go 
on bossing it more than ever: Sally is going to be married 
quite soon — " 

" Oh, yes ; I've been hearing talk of that. Ifs perfectly 
rich 1 Sally is all foe a quiet wedding, with no ' tomfoolery,' 
by which she means a. wedding-dress and veil, bridesmaids, 
and a feast, and so forth. Lady Caroline, of course, wants 
the thing done in style, in the good old-&sh)oned way ; whilst 
the Squire is delidously divided in mind, and they both play 
upon him according to his mood." 

" How do you mean ? " asked Esther, smiling. 

"Oh, don't you see? Lady Caroline says that a white 
wedding is the right thing, and is backed by all the traditions 
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of gcneratioas ; bat Sally deftly works him up oo the other 
side (I didn't know the litde pius bad so mudi diplomacy ia 
her), remioding bim <^ how, when the hatcher's lod baker's 
daughters are married nowadays, the bdls ring and arches go 
up, and the very carti and tumbl&down flys have white fiiroors 
and whip-knots ; and then the old lion rouses up, and be 
marches up and down the room, declaring diat if s di^nsting 
how every good old custom is b«ng vulf^nsed, and how the 
people are vulgarising themselves by aa absurd aping of their 
betters ; and tliat if every petty tradesman's girl is to have her 
trail of bridesmaids, her white gown and veil, bet arcbes and 
ringers, then the sooner the gentry take to be married at eight 
in the morning, in traveling dress, the better for the country. 
And Sally joins in eagerly, and stirs him up with a lot^ pole, 
and Archie sits and roars, and how it will all end I'm sure I 
don't know. But I believe Salty will get her way, and that we 
shall get up stnne fine morning and find that they've stolen a 
march upon us, and are off and away ; and really, after all, I 
don't know whether that wouldn't be the best way of aettling 
the matter ; though I had rather set my heart upon being her 
bridesmaid." Diana paused, looked round her with a lau^ 
and then going up to Esther, dro[iped a kiss upon bet brow. 
" Never Bund, though ; if I'm done out of that, there is one 
thing I am not going to be done out of. I'm gmng to be 
your btidesmaid, Esther, whether you have the grandest <h the 
quietest wedding in creatioa— to you may make up your mind 
to that I " 
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TB& SECRET WAY 

"Can yoa come? I think I have found something.— D. C." 
A little twisted note bearing these words was put into 
York's hands by his servant soon after lunch, as he sat alone 
in the library. Archie was away in town for a few days, and 
Sir Humphrey was driving Esther out, a very bvourite 
afternoon recreation of his when the sun shone and the air 
was not too keen. 

York was already busy making some plans of his own for 
the future. Hitherto Sir Humphrey had declined to discuss 
the question of his leaving him. Month after month had 
slipped away; but the friendship between the two men had 
only deepened with time, and York had been able to 
appreciate his host's assertion that he would find solitary 
existence at Nun's Bower but a sorry experience Archie 
was backwards and forwards, but was not to be depended 
upon even when resident He was for ever across at Bishop's 
Hall, or joining in Sally's pursuits elsewhere. Sir Humphrey 
was the last man to wish it otherwise ; but all the same, York 
felt that be depended upon him for companionship, which it 
had been his great pleasure to give. 

How, however, some speedy change was imminent It was 
probable that Convent House would be the future home of 
Sir Humphrey and Lady Vanborougb, and the former had 
said something vague and genial about York's remaining on 
at Nun's Bower — " keeping it from rats and ghosts and other 
pests " ; but the soldier did not exacdy see bow he could do that 
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penmnendr, unlen by inibting npon p*)ii% a rental iriiidi 
would be beyond ha slender means. He was seriously 
cootem plating taking lodgings somewhere in Qeethorpe for 
himself and his scrrant, and settling himself within easy 
leacfa of his friends, and then, if bis health continoed to 
improrc; trying if he could obtain some light employment, for 
wfakfa his prerkxis life might have been a training, tbougb 
htscaieer asa soldier was at an end. 

His fiist and clucfest object, however, was to get at the 
heait of the mystery still shadowing bis friend. The detective 
had made oat a &iily cmnplete case with respect to a 
Hmdoo who bad airived in Cleeport some weeks prior to 
Sir Htnnphrey's owtii^ and had since been seen there at 
raterrals, disappearing in the meantime utterly and completely. 
He had also dosety cross-qoestiooed every penon in the 
village who professed to have seen the ^wst larking in the 
neigbboarbood of Nun's Bower; and he had elicited from 
eadi in torn a description diat might voy weQ tppij 
to the same torbaned Hindoo^ sannising that the man was 
wrapped in some dark cloak, as roost likdy would be the case^ 
from which the turban Reamed white and spectral. It was 
natural that this white head-covciii% should suggest the idea 
of a coifed nun ; but tbe man believed as Yo4 did, that save 
on tbe oocasioa when Diana scared tbe village in her phantom . 
boat, it was the Oriental who had each time been seen, though 
of late all trace of tbe man seemed to have dia^>eared. 
Ktber be bad made off for a wfaile, in fear at possible discovery, 
learning pert»ps, in tbe inscrutable fkshioo of hb race, that 
some spedal effort was being made few his ^Fffehensi<ni, or 
else lying in such doae concealment that all efibtts to track 
him down bad so &r failed. 

Tbe detective had now returned to town, bong in demand 
for another case; but YoA was on the watch, and was to keep 
him informed if any discovery were madc^ and meantime both 
be and Sir Humphrey were very much on the aleit, and ai 
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both of them were well nsed to the sUpperjr ways of the wily 
Hindoo, and had eyes of peculiar keenness, they were in hopes 
that the miscreant would either be caught or scared away 
before any further ill had beeo wrought by him. 

But until this consumoution had been brought about, York 
felt indisposed to make any move from his friend's house ; and 
no one was less anxious for this move to be made than Sir 
Humphrey himself. 

It was, perhaps, a rather strange combination of circumstances 
iriiich bad caused Diana to he York's confidante and co- 
conspirator in this matter. She knew more than any other 
person, save those immediately concerned, what had already 
taken place, and what was believed probable in the future. 
And now, with her note in his hands, York lost not a moment 
in acting upon it. Five minutes later he was in the yew 
avenue, and was not surprised to see Diana flitting towards 
him, her face aglow with excitement 

" I believe I have found it — the secret door I " she said, as 
their hands met, but speaking with curious, low-toned caution, 
as though afraid of eavesdroppers even in this quiet spot ; " I 
have been hunting for long. The cellars are so extensive and 
so strange — like catacombs almost I found that the best 
thing was to make a plan of them, taking the compass to be 
sure of getting the lie of the thing right 

"When I had done that, drawing them to scale, as my 
lather once taught me, J compared them with a plan of the 
house that Esther has, and then I located the spot nearest to 
this yew avenue ; for I bad a feeling that if a secret way exists, 
it runs under the avenue. All that has taken time; but ttydaij 
I have been rewarded, I think. I have found a Utde door, 
hidden away behind some crumbling brickworL I declare it 
gave me a turn when I got to it I thought of all the horrid 
stories I had heard (I don't know whether true or false, some 
say one, and some another thing about it) about nuns being 
walled up alive, and I dedaie I half expected to see a 

UigilizKl,, Google 



Vbt Wcoc of JBttbcc Xyimc 

: out at me as I pulled down 

[ wp pot e the toortax was bad, or the wwk hastil; done ; 
far I sooo got a lot of it aw^. Aod then I saw diat it had 
hidden a little door, and ibere was a great nisty key in the 
lock loo ; bat I cotitd not turn it, I have aoiDe ml now ; hot 
I raaeabend what foo had made me premise about not 
gDtng into any iiiTttcrioas pbcc alone. So I sent that line to 
joiL I knew Sir Homphrey and Estba were safely out of the 
way far the afrenuon, and that we had time bdbre us ; and I 
tfamk you and I will be a match for that wily Hindoo, even if 
we <h> '^tf'wy to find the fax in his earth ! " 

Even as she Spoke Diana pot her hand into the breast- 
pocket of her thick pilot coat, and drew forth a little levolver, 
wtaicfa she handled with the air of one who could use it at 
need. 

" You know I can d>oot ! ' she said, glandng at him with 
her old halfdefiint smile ; for she had never felt quite certain 
that York had approved of her exploits with firearms. 

"I have been glad to remember that — and that you 
promised me not to wc^ even in your aunt's cdlais without 
sooie d efcna v e wc^xn upon you," he said ; " and now. Miss 
Conqoest, if we arc really about to try and run this fox to 
earth, as you call it, I think I wiD post my man somewhere 
over yonder, where we have reascHi to suppose his outlet must 
be ; for if he dude as — and he will, I imagine, sooner Ay than 
fight — we had better be ready for him at the other end. 
Might I suggest that you should remain above ground with 
Dennis, leaving me to explore the passage, if we find it ? " 

*■ I caimot veto your suggestions," answered Diana, with 
^laiUing eyes, " bat iriiere yoa go, I go. The secret passage, 
if we find it, is my treasure trove: I claim the right to be of 
the exploring party, and I dont see that we want anybody 
dse. That is, if you are not afraid of what I may do. Of 
course^ ifyoa think that 1 should fiul yoa at a pinch — ' 
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Diana's bee had suddenly changed ; some of the colour 
lent by excitement and animation died out of it ; a curious ring 
of pain was audible in her voice. York spoke with quiet 
emphasis : 

"My fear is that you would endanger yourself too rashly, 
and my own lack of fleet movement renders me but an 
ineflicient protector. It is the thought of the possible peril 
you may encounter, and your own intrepid spirit, which 
causes me to fear for you." 

" My intrepid spirit I " repeated Diana slowly, " do you speak 
those words to me ? " 

" I certainly do." 

" After what you know of me ? " 

"After what I know — and after what you have spoken of 
yourself — two very different things, let me tell you." 

She looked at him with wide, wondering eyes. A curious 
magnetic flash seemed to pass from soul to soul, rendering 
explanation superfluous. 

"Let us go together," said Diana, after a brief, pregnant 
pause. " Let your man be posted where you will ; but you 
and I together will be enough for the unravelling of the 
mystery of the secret way. You are armed?" 

" Yes ; and I do not think we shall get to close quarters ; 
the quarry will run soouer than flght, you will see. And 
yet-" 

"I must come!" cried Di, with a touch of her old 
imperioDsness ; and in the end her will prevailed. 

York laid his plans with precision and skill. It did not 
seem to him that if the wily plotter were anywhere in his lair, 
and if his lair were lo be discovered now, he could well escape 
them. He would lain have insisted upon Diana's absence; 
but something in the girl's attitude overcame his scruples. If 
she were left behind now, she would never believe that he 
Hoarded her other than as stained by cowardice — that fear of 
penonal peril, which had been rankling within her ever since 
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her tdf-belnyal and beadlong flight npoc die ni^t of the foe. 
He uodentood het too well to combat her will now, though 
his instiDCt u a soldier was stronglf avene to pennitticg a 
woman to &ce personal peril. Still, be believed himself fully 
able to protect her. He was a dead shot, and his presence of 
mind had nem yet deserted him in any crisis of hit life. He 
felt certain that only one man was concerned in this plot 
against Sir Homi^irey, and he felt himself equal to tackle this 
one foe single-handed. So together be and IMana descended 
the long flight of cellar stairs, threaded th^ way through a 
cnrious network of undergound cellars and passages, lighted 
by the lamps Diana had kindled in readiness, and finally th^ 
wen brooght up short before a narrow doorway, which almost 
defied detection, so cunningly was it set, and might never have 
been discovered, even when the brickwork bad crambled and 
bllen, had it not been for the rather curioos fact that the 
pondeious key was still in the lock. 

*' I imagine the door was closed for some object ; bat it was 
intended to be used again," spoke York, as be carefiiUy oiled 
and examined the wards. " Perh^» the key was tbotigbt safer 
in its own lock than anywhere else. Is that a bolt you are 
working at. Miss Conquest?" 

** Yes ; it is pretty rusty, but I think I am getting it to move 
What good work they used to put into er^thing in old days. 
I declare I dont wonder the Squire rages at modem scamping 
and modern scrim{Mng ; and yet I don't know that I want to 
go back altc^ether to mediieval times. The world can be a 
very pleasant place, after all, and not altogether destitute of 
romance even nowl I wonder what some of my frimds 
would think if they could see me now, penetrating into the 
heart of the earth, throi^b secret passages which hold some 
deadly secret mystery." 

IMatu's eyes were bright ; her heart was bonnding ; she felt 
unaccotutably gay and joyous. York was silently fitting 
the oiled key into the dow, and after a certain amoimt of 
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nuuiipuUtioii the bolts shot hadt with a curious grating sound. 
Diana had by this time got her bolt to more, and the door 
■wuDg open before theii united pressure, revealing the mouth 
of what i^peaied to be a long, dark tunnel, which smelt 
stroi^7 of bats and must 

"Whewt" whispered the girl, "it's like a cbamel house. 
I should think we would release a whole army of boggarts 1 " 

Yet she was not in the least afraid, but burning with 
curiosity; and at a rign from YoA she handed him the light, 
and prased eajferty in his wake. 

"Where bats can breathe, I think we can Iveathe," he said, 
in a low voicej "and there must be an opening to the outer 
^ somewhere, or tbey could not get in. We shall see how 
our tight bums as we move. Set another lamp in the opening, 
please, before we b^jin our march." 

It was a loDg, long tramp tbe^ had; but by looking ba^ 
they could see the wonderfully straight course they k^t, few 
the ^immer of light they had left behind them still shone like 
a point of fire. 

" It is so, thai," whispered Di, in keen excitement ; " there 
is a subterranean way corresponding with the yew walk, and 
that is why tradition tells of footsteps up and down, heard 
there when nothing is seen. The old folks of the place talk 
of that, though they don't profess to have heard it themselves. 
I suppose that was in the days of seminary priests or the Civil 
War, when subterranean passages and hi<^ng-pUces were in 
demand." 

YoA laid his finger upon his lips, and Diana's whispers 
died away. The quick senses of the soldier told him that 
tbey were approaching the termmation of the passage, and 
that if they were to surprise the quarry at all, they should 
be likely soon to do so. The mustiness of the long dank 
passage was changing in character; another odour was 
gradually asseiting itself. It was a flavom: familiar enough to 
Yorii — it took him back in memory to his dajrs of wandering 
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ttpoo the froDtier, wliea be hid often pirtaken of die 
botiHtality of the natires. It waa a nnell of the Eaat He 
mmld have recogniaed it anjwhcre. Thej were not on a 
falie track after all. 

This was the Uir of the wily Hindoo, who was on the track 
of Sir Humphrejr Vanbofough — patiently and stealthily awaiting 
the chance to ipring apon him unawares like a marderous 
beast. The wonder was that, having such a lair, he had been 
so slow to strike ; but York knew the caution and patience of 
the Oriental Time with him was a secondary object; the 
first was to make sure of his victim, and hitherto they had 
taken consideraUe care that Sir Humj^irey should not be 
alone The precauticms, though unostentatious, bad been very 
real, and the unseen lier-in-wait had probably been aware of 
them, and bad been stealthily biding his time. 

Hushing their footsteps to almost perfect stillness— they had 
foot-gear which lent itself to silent treading — the pair crept 
onwards through the darkness, till their eyes were greeted by a 
fitint gleam of light in the distance^ which caused them to 
pauses and York, who was carrying the electric lamp, prepared 
to switch off the light 

"Give it to me," whispered Diana, "you may want your 
bands free at any moment When we have gone a little 
&rther I will extinguish it But there may be pit&lls in the 
path." 

He surrendered the light to ber, and they crept onward^ 
recognising that they were nearing the end of the passage, and 
that there was some living human presence at hand. A little 
later and the gleam of light was bright enough to enable them 
to put out their own, and to advance towards the opening with 
hushed steps and beating hearts. It was evident th^ the 
opening was a sort of doortess doorway, which had been 
covered by a curtain or mat, which, however, let in a certain 
amount of light to guide them. The ulence, however, wu 
deep and untiroken, and they felt as though the sli^ sound 
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they nud« themselTca muat surely be beard, and would bring 
the lurking foe out upon them, like a tiger springing from ita 
lair. York held bis rerolver in his band) prepared for sudden 
attack, although he was still of opinion that flight would be 
more probably the line of action taken. 

Then came the moment of tense opectancy, when they stood 
just on the, other side of the hai^ng mat, listening, with senses 
strained to the highest point of tenaon, for what m^ht be heard 
upon the other side. But only deep silence prevailed, and 
after a brief pause Yoric slowly worked his shoulder through 
the luirrow orifice, and looked within, Diana craning ber bead 
to see also, without too much displacing the hon^g. 

Then the silence was explained ; for the Hindoo lay in a 
deep sleep before the little fire of wood and cbaroMl which 
was burning, the fumes of which must have been carried off 
by some cunningly devised chimney, for there was no smoke 
to dim the air. They instantly recognised the man as the 
ju^ler of the i^;atta day, and the gir) could now quite believe 
that it was his white turban she bad seen on both occa^ons 
when she bad been startled by the apparition which she had 
dubbed the phantom nun. She gazed upon bim as he lay 
with a curious mixture of interest and of horror. But York, 
bidding her by a gesture remain where she was, stepped 
forward with a catlike noiselessness and quietude, and in 
another moment he would have had the s)ee[ring prey at his 
mercy. 

But just at that very moment the sleeper's eyes unclosed, 
and it seemed to Diana's astonished gaze that he almost 
possessed the power of making himself invisible, so astonish- 
ingly r^d was his movement. One instant be was apOD the 
floor, to all appearances a helpless, sleepii^; man, the very 
next moment he was crouching for a deadly sprii^; — not in 
front of York, but behind bim. With an inconc^vable 
swiftness he bad sprung into darkness, and before York bad 
time so much as to turn, the gleaming blade was whistling 
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dmmgb theu^ the cieatmc who held it was himtelf hnrtlmg 
tfaraogh the dhn daifcoess, remdy to bnry the shiniitg blade in 
hit wy heart or ritali from bebiDd 

ANoredly York bad been a dead mail had it not been for 
the act of Diana. With a 07 like that of a tiger, the giri 
qmuig ap(»i the lidie Hiodoot She had hit arm impnaoned 
in her ricelike dasp, the knife was wrenched away and flung 
far into the darkneat, ^tere it fell with a shivering sound 
■gainst the itotMs. But she conld not hold her prey. 
Instandy he bad twisted himaelf loose, and they saw him 
bound away in the Uackneis of the Taolted place they stood 
in, and seem to spni^ upwards towards the very roof in a 
series of goatlike bounds. Then suddenly a shot rang out, 
awakening every echo in the place. The man gave a curiooa 
yell, but it was one not of pain, but of triumph at having 
missed injury. Diana, wbo had fired in the heat (tf the 
moment, utteted a fierce exclamation of rage and disi^)point< 
meat ; but the next moment another curious muffled cry 
smote upon their ears— « stnu^e scofiUng sound and a heavy 
fiUl followed. In the dim light they saw the fluttering 
garments and the white turban, as the man, miasii^ his 
slippery footing, came headlong to the ground, where be ky 
ibr a nomoit a quivering heap^ and then all motioa ceased. 

"Stand back, Diana," spoke Yoric, usii^ her name uncon- 
■donslr, though the giri realised it with a curious thrilL 
" It may be a ruse, though I do not think iL Anyway, it is 
not a sight for you. Wait where you are. I will see what 
has happened. Let me have the light" 

The white glare of the electric lamp gave a more brilliant 
illumination to the place. Diana, with a wildly beating heart, 
stood watching whilst York bent over die prostrate man. She 
had her revolver still in her hand, and her eyes were glued to 
the Hindoo, as though she still suspected him of the pown 
to make another inconceivably lapid attack. He lay like a 
tumbled heap upon the stme floor, and Yod^ after a bri^ 
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examination, straightened out the bent and twisted limbs, and 
taking a piece of diapery which might have been a cloak, 
laid it over the stiffening frame. 

"He has broken bis neck," be said briefly; "he is quite 
dead." 

Diana's breath caught up in her throat "I did not kill 
him ? " she asked. 

At the moment she had fired she had not caied whether 
she maimed or whether she killed. She was fiercely 
determined that the man should not escape; but now she 
felt a sudden horror in the thought that she might have taken 
a human life, however degraded a criminal's that life might 
have been. 

" No, you did not touch him. I heard the bullet strike the 
rock. It is probable that your shot firightened him into 
missing his footsteps ; but there is no wound upon him. He 
died from the fall." 

Diana was silent She wanted to get out of this place, with 
its still and silent inmate. There was relief in the thought 
that tbeir unseen, lurking foe, with murder in his heart, would 
menace them no more; but she bad never been in the 
presence of death before, and she wished to escape from it now. 

" I wonder where he was going," she said ; " see, there are 
some rough, slippery steps. Colonel York, will you hold the 
light whilst I dimb carefully up ? You need not be afraid. 
I shall not get into any danger. I want to see where they 
lead to. I believe we are under Nun'i Bower I " 

He held the light, and she climbed upwards with great 
agility, calling out sometimes that it was quite safe, only 
rather slippery in places. Then she vanished from his ken 
for a few moments, after which an excited voice came down 
to him, crying out : 

'Tm getting at the heart of the mystery at last I'm 
looUng through two eye-holes in the diawii^-room panelling 
Btnught into the ronn itself— Just bdiind that hideous old idd I " 
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It *«■ in effect a noct hkliog^dace which they had foand — 
one of tboK " priest^ holo," u thejr ireie w fireqaently called 
m bjgone ages; a dererlT^ontriTed ^wttarfr— little more 
than a doMt — behind the paaeUing of the dnwiag-room, 
widi a masked door, by which flight could be made into the 
ooter cocridor, as wdl as the trai>door descending to the cellar 
hfwwfit*'- A piece of the panelling had also been &shioiied 
into a nanov doorway which could be removed by the hider 
at will ; bat they goessed that this, as also the cunningly-made 
eyeJioles in the ornamental work of the beaded pands^ had 
been the resolt of patient tul and ailifice on the part of the 
wily Hindoo^ since the aperture which could be made was too 
saa^ to admit the passage of any but a lithe, slim, oawliog 
acatnre like himself and was set low, where the heavy double 
console^aUe placed againu the wall divided m the centre, 
leaving a gap near to the floor by which, when the panelliiq[ 
was remoTcd, a catlike creeper could stealthily worm its way 
into die room. The eye-holes were on a higher lercl, and 
gave the spy a Csir command of the room. It was an uncanny 
thooght that some unseoi and unsuqiected watcher might 
often have been prying upon them from behind the weird- 
ktoking idol set upon the marble-topped table. Diana had 
felt the creqiy sensation of watching eyes, and so had others, 
in that room, but had attributed it to the wide white and red 
orbs of the heathen deity. But now it seoned that there 
might wdl have been another cause at work. 
53a 
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The cave contained anothei outlet aloi^ a winding tunnel, 
emerging in the little gully close to the pool wbeie Sir 
Humphrey had heen wont to bathe. The entrance was so 
well concealed that it had defied the closest search, although 
the searchers had felt convinced that it must lie within a short 
radius of that spot 

Tbe inquest and inquiry were conducted as quietly as 
possible. It was abundantly evident that tbe Hindoo, scared 
most likely by the search and close watching to which he had 
felt himself subjected, had been lying for some while in closest 
concealment, biding his time with the curious persistence and 
patience of his race. It was almost a miracle that he had not 
found his opportunity before, in spite of all precautions ; but 
there were evidences that he had changed his tactics, and was 
about to abandon his Eastern methods for those of the West 
For upon the cave's being searched, it was found that a 
quantity of gunpowder had been collected, bought evidently 
in small quantities at a time, to avoid exdting suspicion. It 
seemed abundantly evident that the man, having failed in bis 
various attempts at assassination, was about to see what could 
be done by some blasting operations from underneath. No 
doubt, when he had secured sufficient powder, he intended to 
try and blow up the house and its inmates some night; 
whether purposing himself to escape, or to share the common 
doom, none could say. 

He was dead, and the authorities deemed it well to keep 
the matter out of the papers, and as much of a secret as 
possible. All that the public ever knew was that a Hindoo 
juggler, who had been seen about the place once or twice, and 
had ^ven some of the viUage people a frigh^ had been 
found dead in a cellar beneath Nun's Bower, where he had 
apparently been living secretly for a while. The village people 
gaped with wonder over the tale, but asked no further explana- 
tion, the ways of " blackamoors " being beyond their ken, so that 
no habits, however strange, need exdte wonder <x speculation. 
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Even Esther Lrnne knew little more. Sir HamiArey did 
not desire that she ihould do so. He himsdf folljr believed 
that with the death of this man — paiticulaiiy if the matter was 
kept out <^ the papers — the peril to himsdf from the vengeance 
of some Esmilf, or tribe, would cease ; but of this he could not 
be absolutely certain, and he therefore had no wish to uouse 
my insidiout (ears in her mincL 

" Whm we have been married a year," he said, with a smiley 
to Diana, "then, perhaps, I will tell her. By that tioie, I 
think, we shall all be convinced that the death of yonder poor 
feUow dosed the matter. We stuUl be able to smile together 
over it then. Now, whilst it is all recent, she would be aoxiotta 
and afraid My dear, do you know that we owe a great debt 
<tf gratitude to you ? It was you who found out the etUiance 
to the cave — " 

" Ah I but it wai Col<Rte) York who sti me on. It was he 
who thought out everythii^" 

" I know ; and it was you that saved his life by your own 
strength and daring at a most ^tical moment Do you know, 
Diana, that knife of his was poisoned 7 One soratdt, and I 
should have lost the truest friend maa ever had" 

Diana went very white. " Poisoned 1 " she exchumed, and 
drew her breath sharply. 

" Yes ; we had it teamed. It was poisoned. My dear, irtien 
I think what you two risked that day in my service, I feel that 
I have no words strong enough to express what I fed. But 
it was too much— it was too much I " 

Diana still looked white and shaken. Sir Hum[duey, 
r^arding her, saw a change in her since the events of the past 
twelve days. 

"My dear," he said, very gently, "tell me, what is the 
matter?" 

Suddenly she put her hands before her bee, and the tean 
gushed forth. Strangling her sob^ she cried: 

"He won't diel Oh, say he won't die! Tell me that it 
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isn't a Bcntch firom that knife which has made him 
ill I " 

Fot at this momeDt York was lying ill in his room. He 
bad gone through the formalities succeedit^ their discovery, 
and had given his evidence at the inquest, and so fonh. But 
either he had taken a chill in the cave, or something had 
happened later; for almost immediately afterwards he had 
been sharply attacked by pneumonia, and for a few days his 
case had been critical. Even now there was a little anxiety 
respecting bis condition, although he bad taken a turn for tbe 
better, and was considered to be progressing favourably. But 
it had not occurred to Sir Humphrey till this mom«it to 
connect York's illness with Diana's pale cheeks and air of 
anxious restlessness. He had fancied her unnerved by the 
experiences through which she bad passed ; but now a new 
and sudden illumination came to him, and instantly bis hand 
was stretched out and laid upon hers, which trembled in his 
grasp. 

" My dear, you need have no fear on that score. The 
knife never touched York, thanks to your wonderful prompti- 
tude and unusual physical strength. This illness is simply 
pueumonia, and as you may perhaps know, he had a bullet 
through one lung that time he so nearly lost his life, which, of 
course, makes things a little more ciiticaL But the danger is 
now considered over, and we have every reason to hope and 
believe he will make a good recovery. I hope soon to be able 
to let you see him. When he can get up and move into tbe 
next room wrapped in his dressing-gown, it will do him good 
to see a few bright faces. Stella is to be the first visitor ; but I 
think that you must be the second. For when he was delirious 
he spoke your name once or twice. It was the only one I 
heard pass his lips. Even in delirium he retains much of his 
reticence." 

The rx)lour had come back to Diana's face. Her eyes 
began to glow. She looked into Sir Humphrey's, and asked : 
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" What did he call me when be did speak of me ? " 

"He called you Diana, my dear. I think I am not 
betrtjinK trust in telling lo moch." 

The light in her eye* grew brighter. 

" Oh, I am 10 glad, I am glad. Then he must think of me 
as Diana, not as Miss Conquest 1 " 

He had both her hands in his own. He drew her gently 
towards himself, and looked earnestly into her glowing, trans- 
figured &ce. Diana knew that she was giving herself away — 
letting herself go — hut she did so willingly, with a proud, ^ad 
certainty that she would not be misunderstood or despised. 

"Hy dear," he said, with e«eeding gentleness, "is it 
indeed — so — with you both?" 

"Oh, Uncle Humphrey, Uncle Humphrey, it is — so — with 
me. I am not ashamed to say it I I am not afraid to tell 
you. Vou will not despise me for it. 1 never knew what it 
was before^ I have played at it ; I have seen others feeUog it 
really ; but I thoi^ht I should never, never know it myself. 
And now it has come I it has come — I don't know how or 
why!" 

" Do we ever know how or why God's best gifts come to us, 
my dear?" asked Sir Humphrey, very gently. "Is it not 
enough that they do come from Him, and that we take them 
from His hand as the pledges of His fatherly love for us ? " 

The rare, rare tears sprang into Diana's eyes, and hung upon 
her long lashes like sparkling dew-drops. 

"Oh, Uncle Humphrey, I should love to think of it like 
that I But, oh I if you could only know how unworthy I feel 1 " 

"And it is when we feel one own unworthiness the most 
deeply, that our Father findi the way of bringing us nearer 
to Himself." 

The tears dropped slowly one by one ; but the giil would 
not free her hands to wipe them away; she held Sir 
Humphrey's closer and more close, as though that warm, 
fatherly clasp gave her a hold upon life and hope. 
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"Uncle Humphrey — I will try — indeed, indeed I will But 
why did you speak of both of as ? He cannot care ; it is 
impossible. He has seen me all these months— so careless, 
BO selfish— playing fast and loose, as the phrase is, with 
everything and ererybodj. He must despise me io his 
heart — " 

" No, Di, my dear; never that I think that York is too 
brave a man, too true a man, ever to despise a woman. He 
reverences them all ; but he only loves one." 

Her head drooped towards him ; her face was glowing. 

"Uncle Humphrey, Uncle Humphrey ! do you really mean 
it 7 Oh, I do not know how to believe it I " 

" Yet I think, my dear, that it is so ; though I scarcely knov 
if I should have told you. It is not my secret, and he has 
not spoken one word ; but — " 

" That is just it ! " cried Diana breathlessly ; " that is what 
I fear all along. He will not speak. You know how he feels 
about himsdf ; that he is only the wreck of a man j that his 
career is gone ; that he is a sort of useless hulk — " 

" I know, my dear ; and you must think of these things, too. 
You are young, and an exceedingly beautiful and attractive 
woman, and the world will have much to offer you. You 
have some ambitions ; nor do I criticise you for that" 

" Yes, I have been ambitious 1 " cried Di, almost fiercely, 
"and what have my ambitions led me to? I have made 
success my fetich, and here I stand — a &ilure confessed 1 If 
you people here had not been so true — so good — so old- 
fashioned, as I used to call it, you would have treated me as 
others have done, and I should be a wanderer again, seeking 
for fresh amusement, fresh ambitions. Oh, I have had enough 
of that — I wash my hands of it I " She made an expressive 
gesture as she spoke. " I want to learn the old ways. I 
want a home — I want love — tbe love of a true, good man's 
heart Everything else may go I I don't know how it began ; 
I don't know when I first b^^ to know. I think I fought it 
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dovn, or igtxired it foe « while ; but it hu been too itioQg 
for me^ and now I can't fight utj longer ; I don't wint tou 
Only, BomediDes I have been in despur about it; for yoa 
know vbat be is, and what he thinks of himself, and that he 
is poor and I un rich. But if he had not a penny, and if I 
knew he had not a year to live, I would b^ for his lore oa 
my bended knees, if women were allowed to do such things- 
just that I might be with him always to the last, and bare the 
right to call myself by bis name, and mourn for him when be 
was taken away. But he wont understand ; he can only think 
of me as an accomplished fiirt. Oh I I have lm)u^t it on 
myself ; I deserre it. But sometimes I think my heart will 
break." 

Sir Humphrey's face was very thoughtful, and be stood 
stroking his moustache in meditative fashicm. 

" I ai^ireciate the difficulty of the position ; yet I do not 
think it need be quite insurmountable. For one thing, my 
dear, though you will not consider it of much importance, 
Colonel York is going to be a somewhat richer man than he 
tbonght." 

" For his sake I am glad I " cried Diana eagerly. " How is 
that?" 

" For one thing, he is to have a pension — not a very large 
one, hut every little helps. Then I am almost certain of 
getting him some work of a light kind, which can be dtme 
mainly in his own house, with visits to London from time to 
time, and that will add something to his income. Thirdly, I 
have just signed the papers for making over to him for life this 
little bouse of mine. 

"You know that I am soon to take up my quarters in 
Convent House, and I do not want either for this house to 
stand empty, or for it to be occupied by strangers. I owe my 
life to York, pooh-pooh it as he may. It was he who first 
warned me, though I was slow to believe the peril ; and it was 
he who, step by step, uniavelied the plot I wish to make him 
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some small retuni for all he has done for me, and I know that 
be is attached to this place, and that the life aod climate suit 
him. I am securing at the same time for myself the close 
proiimitf of a congenial Mend and comrade — killing two 
birds with one stone. York will not be a wealthy man when 
all is said and done, but he will have a sufficiency, and — " 

" And he must be made to understand how unfiur it would 
be to me if he let my horrid money stand between us ! " cried 
Dl " Oh, Uncle Humphrey, can't you help us a little? If 
you think that he cares, and woold ask me to marry bim if I 
were poor, can't you make him see bow cruel it would be to 
spoil my life just because I am rich ? I would rather throw 
idl I have into the bottom of the sea I " 

Sir Humphrey was smiling now. He answered in fatherly 
fashion : 

*' I think no such drastic measure will have to be adopted. 
If you will make me your ambassador in this matter, my dear, 
I will see what can be done. But give me time ; we must not 
rush things. Be patient just for a few days longer, and be 
ready to come when you are sent for." 

Diana flung her arms about his neck in a transport of 
gratitude. 

" I will be ready any hour of the day or night ! " 

Tbe summers did not come as quickly as her impatience 
desired ; but during that period of waiting she and Esther 
drew closer together than ever they bad done before ; and 
when the message came for her to pay her visit to the soldier, 
now released from his room, she dashed breathlessly to Esther 
with the missive, flinging herself down at her feet with a 
qniTering face and dewy eyes. 

"Give me your blessing before I go, my darling my 
darling I " she cried. " Oh, Esther — tell me mtce more that 
you forgive me 1 — for indeed, indeed, when I did it, I did not 
know what love was like." 

They dung together, those two lovii^ women — tbe old and 
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Ike yonnft and there wis no need for wcvds on eidier side. 
Tbea Dbm spnmg (o her feet, uid ms ^leeding acioss to 
Nm's Bower with the Seetoess of a mountain me. 

Sn H.ampkmf met her on the threshold with a smO^ but 
be spoke tw word, and the qnestioDS she woold have asked 
died away upon ha toogne. He took ho hand, led her 
^»tair%and threw opai the door of a room where the breath 
of qwmg fioweri prevailed, and whidi was flooded by the 
goldea tight of an exquisite late Fdnoaiy sunset But she 
heeded nothing of the snnaandinp ; her eyes leiqied forward 
to the taD tgaie, fbDy and scmpoloasly dressed, lyii% bac^ in 
the greU ani^dkab beside the fire. She beard the click of the 
doBog door, she nw the monmait which indicated the 
t to tis^ aitd dK next indant she bad tniTOsed the 
g spnoe m a few nqiid steps, and was kneeling before 
him, with his hands &st in her own. 

"Oh, DoaaU, Donald, Donald t" she cried— and then her 
voice &uled ha. Bat she knew that her head was restii^ 
apinst his sboolder — and she was content 

It was as from a great distance that she presently heard his 



"bit really tm^ Di? Can it be true ? " 

" I do not wonder that you ask," she answered, her bee still 
hidden ; ** I aomctimea woDder that yoo, or anybody dse, can 
ercx bdieve that anything about me can be true I " 

She Mt his r^w ^p tighten about her, "*^ thrilled through 
erety nerreand fibre. 

" You did not think I meant that, Di," be said ; and the 
carious quiet note of authority in bis vmce soothed her 
tremors and brought with it a sense of n^Muious jc^ which 
was « levelatton to bet even now. 

Presently she moved a little &rther away that she might 
look at him. He showed traces of illness yet, and was very 
gaont and thin ; but the ur of r^uming health was present 
took and her heart bounded. 
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" You have made a bad choice, my Iti," he said, with a 
smile, as she studied him with eager, passionate eyes. " You 
have a sorry specimen of an ugly fellow for youi husband. It 
will be beauty and the beast over f^n when the good people 
see U3 K^ether — " 

" Yes, I have frequently called myself a beast," spoke Di, 
with a kindling smil^ " and more than that, our frank friend 
Sally has bestowed that name upon me before this— as I 
richly deserved. It will all fit in excellently well ! " 

He devoured her with his eyes, holding her hands fast. If 
he had changed somewhat, so had she ; but if her beauty were 
less brilliant and glowing and insistive in character, it had 
gained immeasurably in sweetness and depth. 

" Di, I cannot understand it yet. When was it — ^how did it 
begin 7 " Question so dear to her lover's heart I 

" I don't know when it b^an. Sometimes I think it must 
have been there — in fits and starts — always. When I really 
knew — knew without any doubt — was down in the cave, when 
I saw that fining knife aimed at you. I knew then that if it 
struck — life would be over for me too 1 " 

"And you saved me — at youi own riskl Yet you have 
called yourself a coward I " 

" I have been a coward — gloss it over as you will, that is 
what I was, and I know the reason why now. I was a coward 
because I only thought of myself. I did not understand then 
what love could do. I suppose it is a terribly old-iashiooed 
idea ; but there seems no getting out of it It is love — in one 
form or another — that is the maiospnng and essence of life." 

" God is love." 

Did York speak those words, or was it some voice in her 
own heart ? Diana did not know, nor did she ask. She 
looked into his eyes, and he looked into hers, and they were 
silent and content. 

Just as the last of the daylight was paling in the saffron 
sky, Diana, speeding away from Nun's Bower with glowing &ce 
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•Dd tfta that shone like itus in die g^bering twiligfat, tan 
almoit hcadloDg into SaUy and St^Ia u tb^ were coming 
towards the hoaie in March of news. 

" Hulk) I " cried Stella, waving her hockey-ctick, " and pnir, 
where hare you been, and where are you scudding off to 

DOW?" 

"I have been with— with— Colooel Yoric," aniwered Dij 
with an odd little quiver in ber vcnce, " and now I am goii^ 
back to Esther." 

"Why, I was to hare been his first nsitor I " spi^ StdU. 
with « quick, wondering glance at Dt. 

The girl turned swiftly upon ber, and flung her aims about 
hex neck. 

" Don t be jealous, dear, and dent mind if yoa can hdp 
it ! " Then she broke into a happy little laagb, and cried, " Oh, 
Stdla — I can't insist, seeing the example I bare set yoa 1 — bat 
bow would you like to call me Auntie Di ? " 

Then, without waiting for an answer, she fled away into the 
dusk, leaving the other pair regarding one another with wide^ 
wondering eyes. 

Sally was the first to recover herself, and uttered a wboop of 
joy. 

" Ob, my 1 " she cried, brandidiing ber stick about her 
bead, " if Di hasn't just gone and got booked after all, just 
in the same old-fii^oned way as the rest (rf' us I " 
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